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I to ld Hattie, - - huh. 
To make her dress a little longer, _ _ bUh; 
I to ld Hattie, - - huh, 
To make her dress a little Jonger __ huh ' , , 
I told Hattie, - - huh, 
To make her dress a little lODger J - - huh i 
A - showjn' of her laig, - - huh. 

B 

New ton Red win c. Mr . . Redwine says: tlJohn H~nry had no regular 
I as he worked, but It seems that the fOlloWtng was his favorite Jon, to s ng " 

just before his death. The B eat t y viii e E n t e r p r i s e, BeattYVille, 
Ky ., feb. I, 1929. 

I have hammered 
four long years 
With this old hammer 

I have hammered 
On the W Ii A 
J have hammered 
OntheoldMliC 
I have worked 
On the C Ii S 

. . , The hammer am a nngm 
And the steel am a singin' 
I'll put the hole 
On down boys 
Put the hole on down 

This old hammer 
Killed John Scott 
It will never kill me 

Hammer am a riagin' 
Steel am a singin' 
I'll put the bole 
On down boys 
I'll put the hole 
On down - hut - hut - hut 

Hut - hut - hut 
I'U put the hole OD down 
I'U put the hole on down 

Th old hlmmer 
It k lied John olt 
It ... 11 nevcr kill 01 

Hut . hut· but 

I'll t th bul n d IOn, b I 
I II t I h"l. • d .. n 

-------------------
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Minnie Darby, Evington, VI. 

This old hammer 
Killed John Henry; 
It won't kill me, boys, 
It won't kill me. 

I'm going back 
To east Colorado; 
I'm Dot coming back, boys, 
I'm Dot coming back. 

If that fast man 
Asks for me, boys, 
TeD him J'm gone, 
Tell him I'm gone. 

This old hammer 
Killed John Henry ; 
It won't kill me, boys, 
It won't kill me. 

This old hammer 
Ring a -like silver, 
Shine a -like gold, boys, 
Shine a - like gold. 

I'm going home 
To see my mama; 
I'm not coming back, boys, 
I'm not coming back. 

If you see 
My blue - eyed baby, 
Tell her I'm gone, boys, 
Tell her I'm gone. 

This old hammer 
Killed John Henry; 
It won't kill me, boys, 
It won't kill me. 

Martin Barrow, of 
Jlmll el , Wt . 1 Indi es. 
i. Jlmal .. , July ltl, 1932. 

o 
th e Public Work s Department of 

Mr. Barrow sent this version of the sone 

Ten pound hammer kill John Henry, 
T n pound hlmm., kill John 11.nry, 
Ten pound hammer kill J hit Henry, 
omcbod)' dylna cvc-r day. 
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Tell hIm r am 1I'01nll' buddy, 

Tel' him r am going buddy, 
Tel' him r am going buddy, 
Somebody dying every day. 

Oolng buddy to my country, 
Ooing buddy to my country, 
Oolng buddy to my couutry, 
Somebody dying every day. 

I! 

101 

Aubrey f . 0011 , O'enoil'e, W. Va. Mr. Oof! obtained the 
soag iD 1923, from the singing of Harley V. TownRnd of Dusk, Gamer 
County, W. Va. It is titJed " The Yew Pine Mountains", and shoWl Joha 
Hard, .s the victim of the hammer. 

This old hammer rings like silver ; 
This old hammer rings like silver I 
This old hammer rings like silver; 
It shines like gold, babe. it shines like gold. 
Pm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains; 
I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains , 
I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains; 
That's my home, babe, that's my home. 

This old hammer killed my buddy, 
This old hammer killed my buddy ; 
T his old bam mer killed my buddy; 
But it'll Dot kill me, babe, it'll not kill me. 
Why ! 'cause I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains , 
Why! 'cause I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains, 
Why ! 'cause Pm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains; 
TbaPs my home, babe, that's my home. 

This old hammer killed John Hardy . 
Thi$ old hammer kiUed John Hardy, 
This old hommer killed John Hardy; 
But it-'U not kill me, babe, WII not kill me. 
JIm going Inck to the Yew Pine Mountains , 
I'm going bn:k fo the Yew Pine Mounta.ins . 
J'm ,oia, back to the Yew Pine Mountaln. ; 
That', my home, babe, th,e. my home. 

Tlt<: pc-opk 'round here they don't like me. 
Tbf" ~opf" ',ound b""fC- they doD't lfJu: Int ... 

T1w ~(lpl,," ',ewtd hffe the, dnn't hke me, 
I ~'I c.,... I don't cau· 

to ttM V I UlC' Mnu,,"" • 
Itt" VMII Ptnf" ,\\. un'''''"' 

I
, 

I Vrw r ... Mnu;abl 
t' •• , ~ 

,oJ 
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Porly· lour dlY. m.k~ fort,. f T dnn.r t 

Forty · raUf day. ma..kf' forty. four dnlJ. , 
Port, - rour days mak,. (art, .. four d an, 
AU In gold, babe, aU lD ,old 
I'm going bat.k to tb,. Yew Pin,. MI""Db .... 
I'm gomg b.c..k to fhl!!" y~ Pia,. 
I'm going back to tb~ Yew pUJf' M Ub 

Th.I', my home', bab!', th.t', rny hom 

, tin hear my true Joye Ullin • 
I cln hear my true JOVIt tamol. 
I can htlr my true love ullin,; 
'Come back home, babe, Come- b.rk home' 
J'm going back to the Vrw Pin Mo ntll 
J'm going blck to Ih. Yew PIIlf' Mounul 
I'm (Coing back to the Yew Pine Ml)1m n 
That'. my home, blM, thai', my home 

, can lee my true Ion (omini, 
I can see my true Jove: comln" 
, can sce my true: love: tom in, I 
Dressed In red, babe, drelled in red 
I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mounlllnl, 
J'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountain. 
J'm going back to the Yt'w Pine Mount.fn • • 
That's my home, babe, that'. my homt. 

When J meet her will grett her, 
When I meet her I will ired her, 
When J meet her J WIll greet her; 
And she'JI greet me, babe, and .he'll "red me. 
I'm going back to the Yew Pine:: Mountains, 
I'm going back to the Yew PlOe Mountain., 
J'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains; 
That's my home, babe, that'. my home. 
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VII 
larl M.' ..... Pord. I,. •••• Ie,. 

Jo. thDr1 ... • .,.., ..... .,. 
SIttIaI 011 .... ,.,... -; 

H. cried aD oat wltb I ..... - eIooat, 
• .,., ..... taad 011 tile C. .... o. rood 

0aIaII to be tile ....... 01 -' 
Jou Heary left .... .bIIe -. 
Weal oat to lbe beldlD& 10 drive. 
The beldia. clurhl on IIr. with Ihll "lIhl UlIle bi .. e 
It wa. lIIothia& but JOb Henr, drivlua .letl f 

joba Heary drove .tcd ill the dabl- hand Col't'lcr. 
Tbe .101. drUi III Ibe iefl 
• Before I let the ,team driU beat me down 
I'll ham' my fool nil to death, 
I' ll bam' my fool lelf to death.' 

John Heary loid hi •• bok .... 
'Shaker, you had be:ttel" pr.y, 
for if I miao tblo piece of .teel 
Tomorrow wiu be your buryLna day.' 

John Heary had a pretty UtUe wom ... 
Her name waa Polly Ann. 
John Henry lay sick and on hi, bed. 
Polly Ann drove steel like • mon. 

The women all knew John Henry, 
They knew he was 10 Deat and 10 fine; 
The Big Bend tUDnel on tbe C aDd 0 road 
is the piace wbere JOhD Henry went blind. 
Is the place where John Heory went blilld. 

John Henry was buried, 
He was buried with each hammer in his hand. 
It was written on his tomb just as solid as a doom, 
tHere lies our steel- driving man! 

John Henry drove steel, 
He drove from the top of his head. 
Nine - pound hammer going up in each hand 
W .. what caused John HeDry to fall dead. 
W .. whIt caused John HeDry to fall dead. 

VIII 

Tlable Fltz .... ter. HOltermln. W. VI. 

When Jobn Henry w .. I little boy. 
Slttine on hi . papa'. knee. 
li t picked up • hammer ,"d . lld to hi. pap •• 
'Thl. II rolnr to b. tb. dllih 01 m." 

o. fl. [. 
Cu ll •• VL ,II. 'I ••• ad 
picken' .. elocly 
witk iii iImJ-! 
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JO.... n<JI'Y ••• ob: loot tall, 
And two foot aDd a balf acrOSS the breast. 
He would pound all WlY with a nine POund "_ 

• ....mlDer And never get tired aad want to rest. 

The scraper and tbe sprayers Was UI getting ~ 
Thought the mOUJIta~ was fa.lJi.qg in, 
When Job~ Henry cned out with a loud Shout, 
tJt is nothing but my hammer in the wind.' 

John Henry had a little woman, 
Her name· was Polly Ann. 

Jobn Henry got sick and had to go to bed, 
PoUy drove s teel like a man. 

John Henry's mama come running 
As hard as she could run: 
'In the Big Ben tunnel on the C " 0 Road 
Is going to be the death of my son.' 

John Henry's Wife, 
He keeps he r dressed up in blue. 

She come running down stairs with her hair aU curled, 
And Cried, to John Henry, I been true to you.' 

IX 

O. W. Evan s, E ditor of the New Castle Record, New 
Castle, Va. Mr. Evans wrote in 1928 that he heard the ballad forty 
ytars ago, and remembered Some of it. HAs I remember the negro banjo­
pickers' melody of john Henry, they ended each verse with, 'And he died 
witb his hammer in his hand.''' 

The Cap'n he got oneasy (uneasy), 
Thought Ben Tunnel was a - cavin' in, 
But John Henry cri ed out with a loud, loud voice, 
'It's nothin ' but my hammer in the wind, God knows, 
Nothin' but my hammer in the wind.' 

Some said he Come from COlumbus, 
Others sa id he Come from Cain, 
But he give in his name as an East Virginia man, 
And he died wilh his hammer in his hand, God knows, 
AlJd he died with hi s hammer in his h:lnd. 

John Henry he had a woman, 
She (Orne I II dreutd in blue . . . 
~a)'ln ', : ,t ~v("nlt ' I ' b~t ll' t;ue' t ~ YOII, Ood Knows, 
f1lv~Q't J b"f n true to you?' 
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naked in the intense heat." II) In such tangible darkness, heat . 

nnd smoke the jjloose rock" overhead would seem to ' nol~, 
, thO "h t th ' prom" irnmediate relief; and no 109 aun s e mine worker mOre t e 

n fnll of the strata which he calls the roof!' II) han 
Drinker explains that Hno man but a tunnel engineer can app . 

f t I t ct· ' . reCltt. 
the difficulties and dangers 0 unne cons ru Ion - - It IS not a qu t· 

. t' d II ' rt· f es IOn of calculating certa.," 5 ralOs an a oWing ce am actors of safet 
but a very vying wIth the unknown powers of darkness, all the mo;~ 
to be feared because one can never know what a day's advance rna 
bring forth!' ") Of these uncertainties, tunnel-sickness, blasting a ~ 
the roof seem to offer the greatest dangers to life, and Big 'S.:d 
had a full share of all three. 

In the SI. Gothard Tunnel, . "men. died in large numbers of a 
peculiar disease, called tunnel trlchm?SIS .;; Three. Or four months' 
labor in the tunnel brought on the dIsease. ") It IS not certain tnat 
this disease affected any of the Virginia Negroes on the Chesap.ake 
and Ohio, but the fact that horses on the job at St. Gothard died al 
the rate of ten a month suggests the great probability of deaths at 
Big Bend from some kind of sickness. The statement that "foul air 
gives much trouble and there is a great deal of sickness among th, 
employes" of Big Bend ") is significant, and very much so when 
John Hedrick, one of the tunnel officials, admits that one died there 
from foul air. Twenty-three suits , alleging damages amounting to 
almost five hundred thousand dollars "fo r death, injury, or sickness" 
of workmen on a tunnel under construction in the county adjoining 
that in which Big Bend lies, are awaiting trial at the present time. 
"Silicosis from dust particles" seems to be the basis for the complaints. 
Six are already dead. ") Wh~t are the probabilities for Big Bend? 

Foul air was one of the greatest tunnel problems of the period, 
and nothing very effective was done about it. T he practice of pump· 
ing fresh air to the drillers was, it seems, first emphasized at Arl­
berg Tunnel, which was begun in 1880. Stone dust, to whIch 
"miners'. consumption" was largely attributable, was checked even later 
by the '"troduction of hollow drills with a small stream of water 
running through them. In MI. Cenis "one was almost smothered 
~ great was the heat"; in St. Gothard the men went "about nak~d 
In the IOten se heat" ; and in Big Bend the steel-drivers worked WIth 
their "s.hirts off". Blasting and the crude ways of lighting tunnelS 
at the lime added to their foulness 

An idea of til<! amount of expiosives for blasting and of candles 
for lightinll used in Big Bend Tunnel may be had from an examin.tion 

of theIr Ule in the Hoosac Tunnel. The records show that " dUring 

:~l N t w V 0 r Ie Tim ( •• March 16, 1930. 
UI 0 . 0 CAfiOO . SO il" . a nd BaHad s or the Anthra c itt' 
~ .". p. m. 

Ioi Tunnelll", p 48/l 
:: T U 11 n rill" I( I (3~d rd: 18(3), p. 307. 
" :bcrl l ", 1l.lly ii. l1 l11er M. 21, 1872. 

u, " ... 'u W II Po . I. S(' I'I . 0, 'IQ):l. 
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66 . e about 444,735 lbs. o f n i ~roglycerine and about 
rs' om, d [. . t d . h . fi"e yca of mica power . mica Impreg na e Wit mtroglycerin] 

I...., cO> I bS o

• Hoosac HI) making about 500,000 pounds of pure nitro-
uv, d" 10 • . f · were LIse d On the tunnel 10 Ive years . T he assumption t hat half 

glycerin use ~ of nitroglycerin was used at Big Bend d uring t he 
of th is am~~; a half it was under oonstruction gives 250,000 pounds 
twO years r.k approximately equal to 500,000 pounds of dualin or 
for that wO·u;dS of gunpowd.er in explosive fo rce, a daily amount 
3,250,000 ':,dS of nitroglycerIn or 4,333 pounds of gunpowder for 
of 333 r The record for 2,720 pounds of candles used in one head-
150 d~Y the Hoosac Tunnel dUrIng a period of seven months, from 
ing .f 1 to November 1 of 1865, ") gives.a basis for the amounts used 
Apr! e ei ht headings of B.g Bend dUring two years and a half, a 
.n tlh f m

g 
ore than 87,000 pounds, a daily consumption of more than 

tot. 0 
115 pounds. 

That nitroglycerin, dualin, and gunpowder were all three used in 
Big Bend is Quite certain. They were . used "together o~ the road f or 
bl sting in other tunnels. DrInker g.ves powder, tnnltroglycerIne, 
n~ dualin employedH at Lewis Tunnel and "nitro-glycerine a.nd 

a wder employed for blasting" at Stretcher's Neck. ") There seems 
10 be no basis for the relative Quantities of these explosives used in 
Big Bend Tunnel. . That candles were the main source o f light in 
Big Bend is very unprobable. L.ke hand drills, "lard 011 and black, 
strap" are too well connected with the tunnel to be only incidental. 
to its construction . Any concession, however, in quantity or quality 
of materials for lighting added to the darkness or to the general 
foulness of the place, and possibly to both. 

In Big Bend Tunnel the vitiated ai!, from unusual heat, blasting, 
burning blackstrap, and from other sources, became a serious problem 
for the engineers of that work and delayed the drilling there "COI1-

siderably" , ") a situation to say the least very harmful to the laborers 
and may have resulted in heavy casualties. 

Blasting was the second great danger to life in Big Bend Tunnel. 
The employment o f explosives, even where the greatest care is 
txmised in handling them, rarely fails to take its toll. The press 
records of the second half of the 19th century lor users 01 blast ing 
~t.ts are not unlike those 01 the first quarter of the 20th for aviators. 

unpowder, mica I>owder, dualin, dynamite - - all have their records. 
T~c most dangerous explosive used in tunnels during the period 

~u ~.trog lyceri n, SO dangerous in its liquid state that the Nitro­
:t~nn Act was passed in 1869, by which "act the use o f JIItr?"" 
IQY~nt per . e was absolutely prohibited, but power wns reseryed 
•• 11< I cretary of tatc specia lly to license any substa nce haVing 

, ,~ Yeerlnt, i" any form, as olle of Its component parts." 51) A. 

:"1 TUn" . 111,,1. " 244 Ib I d ' 0.' , 
.. 1 b id ' p. :u , 
u (j , ~Qt)~ 
J r:ftl n f r In \! Il r IlU (' lIt, JUlie II 1872. 

" 1 b , " r M . W OJ I " r , 1 (18113), 'I HI. 
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late liS 1871 the editors of the Sde?t.ific American 
I mmering against the general and Indlscnmlnate use of nitro I Wert 
,. the United States, and added that its "black record W·I!IIYCCrin 
In . I .. d I kee 
increasing so long as mtro-g y~enn IS use as a blasting agent" J' 
Alfred Bernhard Nobel, SwedIsh m~nufacturer of explosives' ) 
philanthropist, invented dynamIte In h,s factory at Glasgow, SeOtl:d 
in the late sixties, by way of escape from the unavoidable d, 
tingencies upon the indiscriminate use of the liquid material can_ 

It f ·t · h ' par-ticularly from the resu SOl S pOIsonous C aracter through actu 
contact with the substance and from the danger of its "liability :1 
percolate through fissures in . the rock, and to give rise to sUbsequen~ 
accidents when . the escaped liquId wa~ struck br, a pIck, perhaps at a 
considerable d,stance from the ongInal hole. ") To avoid these 
objections to the use of mtroglycenn, the substance was supplied in 
a frozen form for the miners at Hoosac Tunnel, by G. M. Mowbray 
an experienced chemist, who manufactured the explosive at th~ 
tunnel. ") That such precautions were taken against the dangers of 
nitroglycerin in the hands of Negroes "much crowded together" in 
Big Bend Tunnel and elsewhere on the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad 
seems to lack support from the records of that work. 

Falls of rock present a third great danger to laborers in building 
tunnels. Falls in the tunnels on the Cincinnati and Southern were 
very heavy, from seven tunnels on the line amounting to 8,763 cubic 
yards . " ) Board Tree Tunnel on the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad 
in West Virginia is notable in that respect. "The treacherous character 
of the roof of this tunnel led to many accidents from falls ... cost 
many lives, and maimed many of the men . These casualties seemed 
confined more particularly to the miners and laborers." " ) In this 
connection One of the reasons given for the expensiveness of the 
work On th~ tunnels of that road in West Virginia was the "difficulty 
of malOtalnIOg a supply of suitable skilled- labor in the face of the 
perpetual risk of life and limb." 

That Big Bend was equally dangerous if not more so, can be 
readily shown. The tunnel was constructed'through "hard red shale 
crumbling on . exposure". " ) A local newspaper states: "On last 

aturday morRlng there was a great slide in the West Portal of,.t~.e 
Great Bend Tunnel. The slide IS estima ted at 8000 cubIC yardS. ) 
The treacherous ness of its roof is noted in anotl;er report soon after 
lTaln , began to pass through Big Bend. "The cars run slowly thro~gh 
the tunnel, at rock ls constantly falling frolll the unfinished porMn, 
od a few days ago the timbers fell in with such force as to destroY 

I t.' t "L1,lb'0 , II no c r, t. n, XIV (Jon. 14, IS71). JO. 
t " , • , t hi . W • I I II r I 41ij" 

b J d. I. 11 J h u 'II I Q I ' the . r Ink II n I n J t i t U t t t 

lU •• "".", I' <JIlIo tbl~ " ~ 
'~ Id. I 11M 

b, G' ..... b, t'r I UC'tlt11d,·n 1 , JUltt 1, 1 n 
•• 

II ,. , 
II 
• 
t 

t 
t 
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61 . " If) The failure of the timber an:h to hold u 
... fills. nel was the reason for replacing it with C .the roof 
01 .!/It. nu:n the eighti~s. "1 a nck an:h, 
Itfnnl~dition to tunnel-sIckness, blasting, and falls of rock 

In a .rs faced the steel-driver at Big Bend. A local ,many 
....... dang. ti th t "tw newspaper 
~. occasion men ODS a 0 negro men were fou d d 
01 one woods near that place ... Greenbrier seems to be full nOf d::: 
.. tbe s. They are doubtless men who havmg been paid off by the 
oegrotd 0 R R. are murdered by theIr companions on th . can" h· "") Th I ' eor way 1tOJIIt, to secu~ t

f 
eh,r mohne

t
y· .e sthtee -d~iver might have been 

tiJkd in pursuIt 0 IS W I e woman In e neIghborhood, by gettin 
sbbbed in a fight, or possIbly In a "drunken brawl" at the tunnJ 

Although liquor was supposed to be prohibited by contract around 
dte tunnels on the Chesapeake and Ohio, ") its free use at Big Bend 
odded to the unfavorable CIrcumstances there for safety. Gilpin says 
tb.tt he dipped the liquor fo r the steel-drivers when they opened the 
_d from east end to shaft one, and Jenkins says that Captain 
Johnson gare a barrel of liquor when they knocked through the 
btading from shafts two to three. On the occasion Gilpin mentions 
"St,·eral parties were severely stabbed", ") and one might infer that 
tb< "parties" were intoxicated from something. The occasion Jenkins 
_lions gains favor from "Number two" of "Big Bend Times". 
Jeff Washington says that "every bunch of grass in the neighborhood 
bad a bottle in it". ") When the "headings between shaft one and 
roo were driven together ... all parties repaired to head quarters 
>ittre a barrel of old Burbon whiskey, was rolled out and a general 
jollification ensued . .. Though a few knives and pistols, bone~ fists 
and strong Sinewy arms were flourished we have no casualties to 
rtport." ") 

liquor among these ignorant Negroes "much crowded together" in 
Be B.nd enhanced the dangers to life there, and rendered them much 
II6re likely victims of the unexpected explosions in the tunnel and 
~hre.tening rock above their heads. Americans? white and black; 

themselves with abandon in such an enVI ronment, and ye 
~~ties to report " characterizes the press acco~nts of the 
0/ • at Bli Stnd from first to last. I have failed to ftnd a record 

IllICit death msid. the tunnel. - -
") II I 
'" J • t • o. dO. L< .. e. Nov. 2, 1872. · 0 R. i I w' y, 

• 2'l. .. • Nf'lton. 1n r h C' h c a I) ( 1'1 k t "n dOh I uf disintegratt 
!'OIri II! :- ~I IItnd "The roc:k to'IOOI'OI1 i very hard, ~Iruction of Ihe 

., ,,e •• ,,,, • .,, much (;J th t t the time or the con .. md .00\'(' the 
if ~f.I' taVlhh, ,,,",,,tiln hfty fect tI~el). \vr~c ~~;gcr Big Bt'nd 

....,~Ioo..t lid r '01'11". wh" IIvrd • lang hfe ,n t ~\ 'Ih'r H,' 10' • 
__ ' .. II lh .. tut1nrl II Il"h' th tt.ap'· J It . 
1o:".t, OVftl), r 1117 
l • 1t'1l', f' JU 
P , .... 11'_1: "AI\flfndt ", I '( 

" 
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Thr !,"'II 01 Vlrllinia and Wel t Vlrlllnl., which Ip 
",malncd . lIenl on e .. ulltlea In the tunnel. of the New ~lver"'l'tntly 
wa, bit to lIive slartllng lIumbe.. of dealhs from the tonsl~tlon, 
01 tunnel. I. rthtr away . A local newspaper, published () <II"" 

ht peakt and Ohio Railroad in West Virginia, carried the fa. n Ihe 
h I lor Ihe Hoosae: ". hundred and Ihirly-slx men have been ~I~IIIY 
b ' casu Allies In Ihe course of construction of Ihe lunnel." " ) Anolhed 

new paper of Ihe slale has the fo llowing to say of death. al M tr 
eni. Tunnel : " It has been told that more than 1,000 workmen h I. 

lost their lives up to 1870; but the gu.ides and. directors declare I~:~ 
nol mo'" Ihan fifly or slxly had been killed oulnght, though a numbe 
of olhers had been seriously wounded .. , It is not improbable r 
Ihal .,. al least t ,OOO mell have lost Iheir lives." ") The 5 c i e n t iii" 
Am e ric a n gives a similar list of deaths for Mt. Cenis: "Man; 
Ii"es have necessarily been lost during this great work, but far t ... 
than one would suppose; probably from 600 to 800 in all, so lar as 
wt have heard from time to time ." 89) After making an examination 
of "government statistics", a more recent writer says, "We kill in 
our coal mines more than three times as many per thousand employed 
as are killed in France o~ Belgium! and nearly three times as many 
IS are ki lled In Oreat Bntaln . .. III spite of the ract thai the coni 
mines of Ihe United States may be more easily worked and with 
It danger than those of any olher coa l-producing country in Iho 
world ." ") 

Thai dangers to life in any Europea n tunnel or coal mine per 
squi re inch were greater than those in Big Bend would be haro 
to show. That a heavy casualty list belongs to the c nstnlction of 
Ihe tunnel seems most certain . It follows th at John Henry had about 
an equal break at Big Bend , and might have died there frOll1 disense, 
from falls in the heading, or frol11 one of a dozen other dangers, wi th 
the trong probability that the account of his end from any of these 
t.1u~s would have been confused with Ih at of hi s dri ll ing,colltest in 
tOmmon r port . If he was actua lly killed in Ihe tunnel, and if his 
dt.lh K med 10 threaten the morale of his ga ng, and eventunlly thnt 

I 61hers, aim t. certaill cOllsequence o f the event, the 1II ,,"~ge l1l~nt 
In aU pr blllty enoouraged such II consummation by \Va of 1I1verhng 
I Ittnl"," of the col1ll1lunity Irolll the trag ic possibilities of the 
pt • tt tnry', d th III thl wa w ulll mOr likel)' have cllrnc.d 

t t • tim. th tunllrl W II Ontfllctcd. The dallg rs fr III (oul .If 
lin In r rll (X"purtionll td a tlte work I r gres cd ( rtiler 

'n , rr"lTl th. h It, lid ( III th cllds (tit' IUllllcl. rhe 
'r rr III ( 11 . In th. h uti I 11 11 b IIle (lreatcr nil t Itreater • ,Ih' 

I h.l. ,umbltnll UII r PC"'" " Itn.t t lIIe (ur disl llteRr;.IIl'. 
I \ .tnl drl <I ,t till tllll ( rulll allV o( tlte hlunrl tI .'l\Iltl"S 

• • b. «. .. t II n It I t {) til, 187 ~ 
• • Ii. f . t It t II II t .. , I I H MI, , ,.1.. f.... ' 

Mf''''.... 1'1 fl •• I •• ,,, 11 II 

I 10 

). " 
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10 . die bdid of Miller ..ad GIl . 0/ t 

~ ..;;sty his preseDCr at the tluulel, and ~ be Ul """fllct 
~:.w knowl~ of either of the otbtt Ih= , 
.;lb. til< and til< Hednd< brotb6s. H IS ead In !be tu el W Id h 
~II", of his ghost, and e coafus of !be ne t that 
III< ~ril~';g·coakst in common rq>ort so: -fy r be"", 
01111< ath" a result of the 
.. /II' de ",cent report, befo re tbe hnersutt Cot""" 

111< .. a! cost of the Che . ,peake and 
01111< ;'':!'''and subsldlams, failed to e 
~ in bulldlDg the road, and mov be 
.... power on Ihe que tion of de. a ...... ,on .. 001 
• .... ··h.d some responslblbty In I ~ be 
whO obOOY was killed Ihen, and 10 I I J 
::;h".... WhI le the con truct of ~ 
"",alty list can be expla Ined only 
possibility Ihat Henry left t he tunad t 
drilling-.rontesl may be consIdered 

folJowlDg h,s trail from that I 
"",Iibl. and actually flndlQ hIm al 
"ptrf~ct' hand" in bridge, an enormou uDttn 
pl.y". The problem would be uff Clentt nen 

) 

t , 

nih 

• 
only on. John Henry, and he .. man of hI hI d tIC habl 
IJJ. rountry is (ull o( men named J bn H~ , alCtuaJ and I N, nd 
tilty have tr3\'elJed everywhere, - the nd chapter , t I ludy 
indical .. , iI) Many o ( Ihe 10 rtr. on th C pc e nd OhiO 
R.ilroad in West Virginal were VirgUJia 'egroe, and P'" bly the 
Iltfl·driver came (rom th.t state, 

F. R. Pyle, con tractor of Huntington, 'est Varglnu, rqIOrta hIS 
aunl, widow o( Contractor Mcintyre ho h d a hand In bUlldang Ihe 
Cb"'peake and O hio Railway, as "confldent that there wa - uch a 
"'fro at the tunnel, but t hat hi nanor John Henry Hlrdy!' 
H •• dds: "A man by the name of Banks 'hose father wu a (oreman 
.1 tb. tunnel says ih at the negro was horn at inchester, Virginia, :alhe 

Henry planbtion, pa~ ed to a man by the name. of t ,!ardy 
dfld mimed 10 the Henry family, and that be was an illegrtarnate 
J. I A' .. ~ .sometimes gal'e his name as . i!liamson • • not Will iams." 
..... '. William , Negro of l ynchburg Virg inIa, "lrnew all the COD . 
~.ctlon ga . th ' d bad" IIId has . ngs 10 e uth a quarter of a century ago, an , 

Til. thiS to say about Henr),: 

v...... "'d-dra"er's na.,e was John Henry Mundy, of 
,...,. He hu SC\leral relatives about the.rr- n09l'. His 
1, lad be bad • broth.. named Bob Tbun;iy, from 

louisa CoWlty, 
pal was Lewis 
Dear Knoxville, h I Or from Alabama . 

.. .. .. ~. larg. fram e man, and light red color. He died i. K<JItucky, ----= Y RIJlrold , Or L IlJId 

"I ~I·r~· Ootkef 4S7 and 4n 
. 0 • H (' n r • p. t2 ff. . 
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I ectcd somc trouble with Henry'. irregular family c:oa __ 

t WI~~~CSlcr, but Ihe ':several ~elatives" in Louisa County-~ 
• ntclhing about htm. Their complete stlence, however Is 
know so . . H C ty f th ' IIat nnlike that of his several relaltves tn enry oun 0 ,e same 'tat. 
wherc he is supposed to ~ John Henry Marlin. Henry I rel,tlOII to 
H d Muttdy and Marltn may develop tnto something ev_.1L 

ar y., d b' H' ff' . -~.7:"'1 but at present it . seems rather u tOus. e IS su laently d1ff1caii 
without such relaltonshlps. 

An example of what one may expect to find on the trail 0' Jolla 
Henry can be shown from investigations . in Norfolk? Virginia. nu­
Negroes with the hero's name were menltoned as betng there at SOllIe 
time during the construction of Big Bend Tunnel. The Federal ee .... 
report of 1870 for that city gives the name of a. Negro boy Joba 
Henry, fifteen years old. The local newspaper tnenltons a John Hcary 
on two different occasions. On the former, "J 0 hn Henry, negro seaman 
on the brig S. P. Brown, charged with mutiny, was turned over to 
his captain!''') On the latter, "John Henry, negro, was arrested lalt 
Tuesday evening upon complaint of another negro named Frank 
Allen, who charged him with stealing a boat belonging to him. Henry 
denied the theft, and alleged th at he borrowed the boat from another 
man. During the night he attempted to break out of the watch house. 
He tore off one of the planks in the bunk, and with it endeavored to 
force the iron bars across the window, but without success!' H) The 
city directory of Norfolk and Portsmouth for 1900 contains the name 
of one Negro John Henry, and for 1920 two Negroes named john 
Henry. Living in Norfolk-Portsmouth in 1927 were two Negroes by 
the name of john Henry, one from North Carolina and one from 
South Ca rolina, and a third by the name of Jack Henry, from King 
William County, Virginia. They were all three heads of families , 
and claimed no kin ship with each other. 

M~~tti o n of nine by the name of John Henry indicates the 
posstblhty of a much larger number in that locality during the period. 
In the sumntel' of 1927, I got on the trail there of an old Negro 
named John li enry, famed for hi s prowess in breaking "old iron" for 
the "junk houses" <In Water Street. I soon found that this john 
Henry ~as co~fUSed \~ith t wo other old Neg roes by the same nante 
lit tlta t ImmedIate sechon. O ne o f them had distinguished himself as 
• watcnnelon-catcher in unloading boats at the docks just below W. ter 
i Ireet. nte other was a rival in brea king old iron on ~ ater treet, 

r T. M. ashin, N. Block alld omp uny '11Id the Eagle Iron WorkS, 
~d for M 1 . a hin al the foot of R~a ll ' ke ck, IIcar ater treet. 

I r two old Iron -br .ker ' were kll wn b the p pie the "" rI<~ 
'>T, and tIt<) Ih IV k d ' 11 b ' h" Id 

tt I1r .', "BI 'I r e w, " van llS nnme • su as nd 
nr f', Hnto k t ICIlI· ", • ud .fJohn Henry'" J 

I"noll h • II } I r II me to dls tillgui sh ne fn lit the other. 

"I I h. •• I bid. I) It" 1" V I I 
Ju t • 1 11 
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Chorlie Shaw. who appeared to be! an important man ' M T 
Cashin's junk yard, made a typical report of the two men : In . . 

T here were two old men around here who used to b,.ak Id " up O lTon. 
Both of them \~ere real black men . I cal~ o ne of them Daddy. and it hasn' t 

b n 50 long SUlce he worked for us. HIs name was Robinson but I d 't 
ee " I thO k h I" • on 

know Ihe res t of It. In C Ived over in Berkley . I called him Oaddy 
lind the other fe llow John Henry. but he was bigger than John Henry. He'd 

. h 270 pounds and John Henry about 200 "'elg . 
John l-t enry has been dead 12 or 15 years. He was just naturally a 

better man than anybody I know of. He Could do more work, and do it 

usicr. 
We used to give him a job breaking up old iron, and he'd go out and 

look it ove r and sit there and think about it, and then go home sometimu 
and not do a lick of wo~k . that day . Next morning early he'd go at it, 
and ha ve it done and be sitting down looking at it as pleased before you'd 
think he'd hardly begun. He'd look and plan, and he didn't lose any licks . 

I have seen him break iron 12 inches th ick. He'd knock big wheels 
and anchors all to pieces. He could break marc iron in two hours than 
anybody else in a day. He worked by the job or by the ton, and 1 never 
knowed him to do any other sort of work. 

He'd always sing about the steel-driver John Henry when he was 
breaking iron. He was ca lled O ld Henry, Big Henry, or Black Henry, as 
well as John Henry, and he sa id he'd been everywhere. 

I don't know anything about him when he wasn' t a round here. He'd 
come around about once a month to see if he could get a job. 

Daddy has left town and gone out in the country to live, and I don't 
know where he is. John Henry was 45 or 50 when he died . I don't know 
where he died, but somewhere in town here. He died from drinking too 
much liquor. 

Mr. Shaw displayed the hammers or sledges these iron-breakers 
used when they were working for M. T . Cashin . Daddy's was a 
iwenty-pound sledge, with a four-foot handle ; and Henry's a thirty­
pound sledge, with a three-foot handle . T . M. Cashin displayed a 
,evenly-pou nd sledge, with a three-foot haridle, which he claims j ohn 
Henry used to break old iron for him; but T . M. Cashin, like several 
others on Wa ter Street, did not distinguish between the two old 

egroes in his references to j ohn Henry. . 
Whi le Ihe Negro Mr. Shaw characterizes as john Henry IS not 

ahogether unlike the steel-driver of Big Bend fame, his age and hIS 
I n~ l n2 of the " s leel-driver Jo hn Henry" seem to bar his identification 
;~ Ih. original John Henry. When Mr. Shaw made his report, '" 
"n, hr wa {Iuite certai n that the iron-breaker was not more than 
' I year ()r ag' at Ihe time 01 hi death . . 
I 1 h · Ir.,1 of the ste I-driver lends to onother example al f,rsl 

~ KrrIII h' r 1110nll ' 1 hilt ultilll utc i of greute r disnPI)oi ntmc nt. 111 
r~l u " 1, i'J'J'I, J . Il l" k r ") " invesligaled prelty thoroug hl ·",ong 
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II Older employees of the Chesapeake and Ohio" who w 

.e W t V' .. "t rt· th e", th living in 51. Albans, es lrglOla, a asee aIR e reality of a en 
Henry". Mr. Barker writes: JOhn 

There is a Jeff Washington here now who is quite a personage ita 
connection with early employees of the C. and O. Ry. Jetl left his h 
near Charlottesville at the age of 18 years and, togeth<r with john H 0 ... 

who was a few years his senior, employed themselves to a C. aud 0 enr) 
tr.ctor, a Mr. Johnson, who was clearing away the timber from the pr~ 
right.ol-way at White Sulphur Springs, W. Va. 

This was about 1868, and Jeff continued without break or blemish' 
the employ of the C. and O. lor 50 years. He is now on the rdirt<! 1= 
01 the C. and O. at a comfortable salary .. . 

Jeff said that John Henry lived at the little town 01 Keswick jUst ... t 
of Charlottesville and has a sister who now lives in Charlottesville. He also 
says that there was a John Hardy who worked with them in the Big Bend 
tunnel. John Hardy died while they worked at the Big Bend, and john 
Henry died while they worked at the Lewis Tunnel. 

In my conversation with Capt. Mallory, who also worked lor the C. , 
O. then and until he reached his retiring age, said that while he could not 
positively identify John Henry as having worked at this particular place and 
time, he recalled having heard his men, who worked under him, sing that 
song, ' You killed john Henry, but you won't kill me.' 

The Captain also recalled that it was here at these places where th, 
Burley Diamond Drill was first used and with steam power. 

The story as related to me by Frank Crosby was that this man john 
Henry and his helper had become expert with the hammer and drill, and 
they challenged the steam driller for a contest hole, in which John Henry 
and his helper won out, but john Henry lost his life. j ohn Henry was six 
fed tall, yellow, and powerful physically. 

Some time ago the Charleston Daily Mail, in one of its Sunday issues, 
in an article on the early history of W. Va. denied that there really was 
• john Henry who had worked lor the C & 0 at the Big Bend tunnel. 

JeU Washington and Frank Cosby, both of whom worked for the 
C & 0 10 the Big Bend at the time of its construction say that the re was 
a John Henry. ' 

W A.bout two months after getting this report, I visited Jeff 
" hlDgton at hIS home a very old man whose mind seemed to 

"come d H 0 . ' B' Bt an. go. ecaslonally he was seemingly reticent about Ig 
.. nd a~falrs,. but for the most part talked rather freely, and at times 

thtt IDconllstently . He remembered the tunnel as a good place to 
.. ~e mOnt)' bt!cause there was nothing in the neig hborhood to spend 
IIIl ~~' but later at.tt d that the younger men includillg himself, wasted 
• h e money they go t there, alld added It:.t "every bunch of gras.S 
In t • Dfl8 hbarhood h. d 11 bo ttle in it" 

II. rt ..... t d II . 'ck I--a e Ie >IOIY o f III going with Jo hn Hellry from Keswl , 
~;, ha,I',1I Ivlllt, V"fll n1n , to work Oil the hes"peake and Ohl~ 
Ott .. I t",Ini Itt Id th. t h lid lI ellr firs t w rked " bushIng 

I r<.tad n .. While 'i" lphll' Spri lill', then In LewiS Tunnel .. ar 

dIC ...,. ..... 
tbC 

~JefI 
account 
Hardy 
the ro­
he used 
speakiD~ 
two nam 
of the 
and whi 
Hardy f 
Tunnel. 
conversa 
article • 
from th 

Whl 
ville, J 
somethi 
by the 
Henry: 
Adam 
from CI 
were 511 
Virgin' 
Che5a~ 
flfty-fivl 

Ch 
and Ci 

Noa 
Noab ~ 
New y 

I 
Illy Ii 
..... JIaid 

• hIactat. -----." 
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and eventually w~nt fa~her west to WOrk 0 . 

thef'C, kept a piece of ribbon bed on the handle of \ .. Bl&Bend. tb.t 
tfenrYobodY could get it off. He described Hen ' IS hammer, and 
thlt :Crage height, and weight about 160 pounZ ~ n .feal black, 
o~ a ot see a steam drill on the road, and thai h~ k e SaId t~at he 
did n,s drilling·contest. He was certain that he k new ~othmg of 
H"~Y of the steel-driver at Big Bend, and thatn.; n~thlng of the 
de.t or heard anything from hi.m since they were ct as no~ see.n 
Henr{ He remembered hearing at Big Bend about thogether .'n the 
tunn~~ted that Henry had been killed there and his bode r;:;e It ~as 
"'hmPbl'g fill. He seemed very anxious to be reported as Y otrobw\n l~tO 
t • H' b . aI Y t h' n <I.\'Ing 
tb. story of ehnrytus u

I
" . d be 'ede explall1ed that a "great many 

killed 10 t e nne an un anywhere around th " -... re . t d I t ere. 
jeff Washing on ma e no re erence 0 john Hardy in g" thO 

H Th I " . lVIng IS 
account of John eo ry. en inquired of hiS acquaintance with 
Hartly at Big Bend. He answered that he had ne."er een Hardy on 
tho road or elsewhere, but that he had heard of hIm. Later howeve 
he used the name Hardy two or. three times for that of' Henry ir~ 
sptaking of the steel-driver, seem10gly a clear case of conI using tho 
\WO names after '1ardy had been menh".ned. He recalled having heard 
of the article whIch Mr. Barker read 10 the Charleston Daily Mail 
aad which on the authority of hearsay had substituted the name joh~ 
Hartly for that of j ohn. Henry as the famous steel-driver at Big Bend 
Tunnel. In all probabIlity the name Hardy was brought into the 
conyersation Mr. Barker had with Jeff Washington soon after the 
article appeared, resulting in the incorrect report the former made 
from the latter of Henry's and Hardy's death. 

While j ohn Henry seems not to have a sister living in Charlottes­
Iille, jeff Washington's account of Henry's connections there offers 
somtlhing definite for further inquiries. There are three Negro families 
by the Dame of Henry in the section, with five members named John 
H •• ry: one fam ily with three now living who are descendants of 
Adam Henry, a slave of Garrett White, of North Garden, ten miles 
from Charlottesville; another family with two, father and son, who 
wtrt slaves of Professor John Staige Davis, of the University of 
VuginiJ. The first three were not old enough to help build the 
ClItsapeake and Ohio across West Virginia . The other two were 
flfty·h,. and thirty-one respectively when the road was begun in 1870. 

<:n.rlu James, II) of Keswick, who talked volumes about slavery 
>od C,v,l War hmos, says: 

I 

b 1/ •• by Ind john Il enry were friends in tunnels .nd other work. 
~ •• b, d,o .. alttl I .1 In the alski ll Mountains to bring watcr into 
Y (rly 

I.d "",1 whn IIvtd .1 ~ hllohull , Now York t.tc, .nd 
.... , f< ,i"ht wh("(t thr w tror 11I1I1It.'1 \\I II~ n1Ad~. nud shr 

.... " ... !11110104 .. "., I ul In h"1 hu. Jnd hvr" III \n, llcMII , "1Il1 "llS 

, anJ in U1i: f ICY, 
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Uncle was named J ohn Henry after his father Who was John 

It ' ~ mother was named Judy J-'cnry. She had one Son named Cha I 11t1lty. 
I.. h h ' dJh resJa ..... and he was m father, and t en s e marne 0 n Henry and had I 

John Henry. Uncle Johu Henry was bound to Professor Davis . so. 
University of Virginia, and his mother was too. lit .. 

Uncle worked on the C and 0 Railroad, and I did too, when the 
building if , a long time before he went to Whitehall. He Was !t w_ 
Bend Tunnel, but he won't the g reat steel-driver there. That John H .. 
got killed . I didn't see him when I was there, but Dick Morris and Nf!IrJ 
Rcasby did. They said that John Henry was a great steel-driver at ~ 
Bend, and talked about him as long as they lived. They both died about .. 
years ago here near Keswick. 

Although Mr. James was certain that his Uncle John Henry w. 
not the g reat steel·driver at Big Bend, the s tatement that he w<>r\ed 
on the Chesapeake and OhIo In West VIrginia made an investigation 
at Whitehall necessary, and a letter to Mr. H. E. Sullivan, 01 the 
Historical Society of Whitehall, brought the following answer: 

This day 1 interviewed the daughters of John l. Henry and found as 
follOWS: 

The head of the family never came to Whitehall, but his wife Judy 
visited here about 1870 for s ix weeks. Judy was married twice. By first 
husband she had a son Charles James and three daughte rs. By the second 
she had John Lewis Henry and Will iam, who lived at Charlottesville, Va .. , 

John L. Henry, son of John and Judy. was born in east room of U. 
Va. Aug. 15, 1839 and . d. al Whitehall June 24, 1911. He learned Ihe 
blacksmith trade and is said to have worked in a Confedera te arsenal. 
Later he became the body serva nt of Lieut. Wm . Boyd of this town who 
brought h;m to Whitehall on his return in 1865. He worked at his trade 
here rrom 1867 until his dea1h and was considered the bes1 in town. 
I knew him well . He always shod our horses and did any other work 
in his line which we had. He was, with his family, a member of the 
Mtthodist Church and was a good man in every way and was hig hly 
rtsptcltd. 

May 18, 1867 he married Emma Baltimore, daughter of George and 
Jtntl1 Jackson Baltimore, and they had the following children : 

Marietta B. b. May 17, 1868 
Julia b. Nov . 26, 1870 
Oeorgiana b. Aug. 18, 1874 
lu bell. V. b. Nov. 24, 1878 

d. June 10, 1880 
d. January 7, 1894 

Robert Lewis b. Sept 17, 1880 d. March 30, 1882 
Mallett' (Matty) and I abella (Bell t.') live in the family homestead, purchlsed 
I 7 Bolh .re cripple •.. . 

Thtlt I no Ilrg water system so ror north ... 

Mr Jlme. Y' thot hi "ncle wn s at Big B.nd bel re going to 
Nt Yurk. bill Mr SillilY n luke 111111 III of the South live '<1'" 

brf"r Ih tunn I Wi t beRlin. I)evclo l III lit · fronl tr ling to clear ~p 
I I nfu ' l<ln by wntrllfC I It r. lesuhell III " trip 10 hiteh II. ,n 
t t Iltt II I lfl ~ lUll! ' I,:(IIIU Iu C Wick III Ihe ' UlUlllcr followu~ . 

it 
~\IJIIII=bJII1te !114 

Dt~ 
~\ltJI~" 
~!DIY'S shOP 
(tIDtIIIbcf ItO'! 
alWayS open III 
sbod al oth~ 

Nobody \D 

not even his 
I!ubnent from 
of the circlmlst! 
back, and 
there, who as 

shoeing ho;~ 
of them II 
from wearing 
bound out, 
prominent 
his shirt """'111 
strong man. 
OCcasion .... 
PtrItaps, -hill 
of his -
11ro~ 
~i"ll 

s!: 
~ ..... 
~'" 
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It seemed important to ?ctermine whether this 
t . 11), in th e Sou th dunng the construcf john Henry 

ftC '\, Whitehall , failed to find anything lO~ of the tunnel. Was 

, Iv thnt he returned to Virginia after leav
o

., a .documentary sort to ,,0 d t d ng 'n 1865 Th "ttcrs had beell es roye , and no newspaper files for . e family 
t exist. HIS two daughters, Matey and Belle the penod seem o . It h· . , were cert . d·d not return a er ,s tnp north with Boyd d . al1l that h. 
thO' se around sixty or seventy years of age' an dthe". neighbon;, 

th t h Id ,agree With v . 
degrces of sureness, a e cou not have been t B· ' Be arylng 
However Joseph Chapelle and George Brown a old,g nd TUnnel. 
White hall, claimed that they knew him well, ; nd t~~u ~~'d~nts .of 
probable that he returned to the South to wo rk on th g eh qUite 
and Ohio Railway, at least during winter - - - about half ~f th esapeake 
Whitehall in the seventies, ") - - - in his greater effort to pa; i~:'t~ 
home h~ had recently bo~ght. Mr. Chapelle worked around 1870 for 
the NatIOnal TransportatIOn Line, On the canal through \'(Ih·teh II 
He said that tienry shod mules for the same company at tho' ti~e: 
and that actIVIties were suspended there during winter. He said that 
Henry's shop was often closed in winter around 1870, but failed to 
remember how long ,t stayed closed . He was not certain that it ".as 
always open in the summer, and knew that the company's mules were 
shod at other shops as well as at Henry's. 

Nobody in Whitehall seemed to know a great deal about Henry, 
IIOt even his two daughters. They knew that be had received hard 
treatment from being bound out as a slave, but they knew nothing 
of the circumstances. They knew that he had some !rouble with his 
back, and that t heir mother "rubbed it". A large number of men 
there, who as boys had "brushed flies" for Henry while he ..-.s 
shoeing horses, remembered that he had trouble with his back. Some 
of them thought that marks on his shoulders and back were callouses 
tram wearing a yoke to pull a plow or to carry water ,,·hen he ,,·a . 
bound out, and others were quite sure that the marks were ODI) 

promintnt muscles . Thev had seen H.enry working in the shop "'t~ 
Shut open and his sleeves up, and aU agreed that he was a I-UY 
g man. That he had lifted a mule on his shoulder t:::: 0:;' 

OOta$ion Wib a matter of common report. Mr. SuJli'=. andug I_ 

t hi tr life 1 , while Henry WaS very reticent abou s ear._ ~. wit/l 
Puticvhrh inlamat. aff.irs, that he talJ..-ed some\\b.ltd I te~ 

1-.._ - "ruundtr ,. \\ ,th whom he a~s()dated a g~at ea 
~ a "'~~"-r "f the church . But the~ two m"" "'" ~ 



416 

77 

d d ' k occasionally but never seen gambling or drunk ' and 
an nn " bl ' t' b t t' , on , to forget his domesllc olga Ions, u no 10 any Way th 
occasIon k' I I' H ' at 

I" I aractcrize him as lac Ing rea man mess . IS associates 
woU " c I h Id h ' ' h ' h were I ely white people, and they e 1m 10 Ig esteem from th 
t"r~ of his arrival in Whitehall , He was "never ugly Or boisterous'; 
lDd

1 
after J'oin ing the church he always spoke of the devil as "M' 

an " Ith h h I r, atan". He had "good manners . , a aug e never earned. to Write, 
and his letters were always wr~tten by some member of hIs family, 

Henry was in the habIt of SLnglOg as he worked m the shop Such 
songs as "Old Black joe" and "Shoo Fly", He often chanted "tunes" 
to his hammer and anvil, and was greatly attached to them, 

His younger daughter remembered that he, spoke of working on 
the railroad at some time, but knew nothmg deflOlte about the matter 
but they both insisted that he did not work on any road in the South 
after going to Whitehall in 1865, The older was less than two years 
of age when Big Bend Tunnel was begun, and the younger was born 
six years after its completion, The former can not be considered an 
authority on the activities of h~r father while she was only two or 
three years old, and hardly betler than the latler who can report 
only hearsay for the early seventies, Their lack of definite knowledge, 
even from hearsay reports in the family, of their father during the 
seventies and eighties, as well as his earlier life, no doubt because 
of his reticence about such matters, makes possible his consideration 
as the original john Henry, Several definite connections seem to 
exist between the two, 

Of his four daughters, the second was named julia, born about 
eight months after W , R, johnson got the contract for the construction 
of Big Bend Tunnel, and the third was named Georgiana, born about 
two years after the tunnel was built. In about half of the texts of 
the ballad, "Julia Ann" appears as the steel-driver's wife, woman, or 
baby, The "whIte house", from which the steel-driver is taken to the 
tunnel to drive and to which after the contest he is taken injured or 
dead, may be a variation of Whitehall, the home of j o hn L. Henry 
at the lime: Moreover, his singing "Shoo Fly" and other tunes as 
he worked lD 1115 shop, his attachment to his hammer and anvil his 
"good rn~~nersH, ~ssociation with white people, superior stre~gth, 
lack of abI lIty to wnte, - - all are in keeping with the direct and popular 
reports for the ori~inal John Henry, who sang " Shoo Fly" at Big 
~nd, assocIated WIth white people, and got the Gilpin family to 

ntrue !etters for hIm to his family in North Carolina possibly a 
CIOn lIOn w'th Ny ' , 

I ew ark. He required "good manners" for hiS 
CIOn'-dl at the lUn eI M 0 ' , h' f th ~ I as r . Ilplll represents him,l and somet lng 
10 t~ :r' le~ho~ '" the Henry Iradition, almost certainly contributed 
100 rOOd It, rn t a,reat steel -driver as a good n1l\n, not infrequently 
CIOIID<Ctluoa" O~:IhlO(I 01 c;o"scquenee, Doubtlessly such apparenl 

tI. 0' 80lhOU be Ufllel.nt lor the identilieali n I haucer. 

"'~n 11111 ~nd ~_ , , ..... j,an Did wo "",aun In I 70, John L, H nrv w. thlrt) -
, wtll/ht oround 110 pOund, hrlaht about (i,e feel tCbl 

weer 
Iddcd 
.t Nnrfl 
James 
oftbt 
that of 
!be 
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'nrhtS . lId oln 5t blnck. At his home I was ablc to t 
~Hld(' 'nbout 1810, o r hill1 ill his "Sunday clothes" ge dil photograph , 

.. '1 '· d tl H d . ,an presented a roPy f It to Inr. I pili ~In l C e rick brothers fa th ' . 
ar 'him as the steel-dri ver. ~fter careful examina;ion e~rh!Ud~emen t 
thst il ",.s 1I0t aUogether ullilke the Negro they knew at thY tugreed 

I ' f d id . e nnet 
hut nl ' lIbeS "dCC , ?11 HUt I dS ' ~ere exposed In the photograph and 
thtl' refOcm . rc lin! mos Ishnctly as a man of energy , f 
Iction, with full chest and muscled arms and shoulders. 'B:S i~~n ~e 
WIS not quite tan eno ug h for Mr. Gilpin and George Hedrck ' d 
slig hUy too stout for. j o hn Hedrick. The writer then so~ghi at~e 
opinion of jeff Washington, who gave it with little more than a 
gll nce at the photograph. The feet seemed to amuse him, and yet 
they are very good Negro feet, as good or better than jeff's Own . 

el"ertheJess, he was certam that they were not the feet of the j ()hn 
Henry he knew on the Chesapeake and Ohio. 

The identification, therefore, of John L. Henry as the steel-driver 
~lluld no longer seem possible, although his trail promised a great 
dtal. The wise thing, perhaps, for the investigator was to accept from 
the first lhe report of Charles james, that his uncle was not the man; 
but the existence of the criminal element in the Henry tradition led 
to the suspicion that the whole story 'had not been told. The failure 
of Mr. james to remember a proper amount of detail about the 
= of his uncle, along with his history in full of the Civil War, 
added weight in that direction. But this trail, like that followed earlier 
II Norfolk, leads only to disappointment; and the testimony of Charles 
JIIII<S for the steel-driver may be placed among the popular reports 
of the seoond chapter of this study, and, after a necessary ex~lanahOJ1, 
dut of jeff Washington may be placed among the direct testunony of 
llIt thud chapter. . 

'ot a little chagrined at the failure of jeff Washington to consider 
l2Ie photograph in a more serious manner, I took palOs to remmd 

thl. j ohn L. Henry seemed to be the only member of the He~ry 
f~ around Keswick, or in the larger CharloUc.,,,'llIe dIS!t'lct, 
... ...,Id qualify as the steel-driver and that he did not have a sister 
..... '" t1~hert . Jeff contin ued his good-natured attitude, and 
rndil, hlfted ground in two important particulars, Instead of repeat-

lin uri,., 'tI">l1 of first coming in contact with j ohn Henry.,.t ..... ,ide d d 0 1' R 'lroad .bout ten ml es . ' t"pil l (JII th e: hesopeakc jln 110 31 I d 'ver 
• '" <A Ch.rI<>ttt \ille , he tnlcd th.1 he first knew tI~eF ~~~;'o~es-

" * drpt,t UII th lame rond abollt tell "Illes west I it ~ 'lie 
t.....- t ... ~ ""' .Ha'd th .. t Henry's ister lived, 1I0t ill ,.fhtar on es~est 
- t t ' s nbove -1111 on, '.lit ttl..- nd" u til!: IIKJUII tUIl , , Jue the 
...... 'AJhd" Iht' Iii I 11If! IfHJY h:we nO poSItive, tl i~ the 
"'1Oij" Ibc hly ''1111111" "" III thai Jeff pl.ced the

" 

~~ e;coordlng 
lit -.r t " t " ttl" . Ittl ttl j\ cr' whit WOIIIAII 1\ , I built this 

, '. and ( JllllIf' At th time tile hlllild b"'nb"l'tu not a 
.... t J In II prtl II I f :IMlt" 'lifU ttilmllllni y, ,u" then 4tt ont 

He- D. '. I ttl Amt I I r ill ) ' \\ hlte "'tllll''':'11 1I11:II\:l'IIICllt , 
..... . aa4 J .... l(" W rflU ff th ,Hl hr III('tt lll tu. 
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therefore, at my failure to find Henry's sister in Charlottes 79 
obvious, ville ~ 

The trails of John Henry have brought unsati fact 
and the question o f what became of him is still not an ory resUI" 
leaving the Big Bend ne ighborhood was certainly not to ~tred, ,"II' 
a brass band , and it is very doubtful that he left at all t ~nt of 
about an equal chance to go or stay, The fear of hi gh' st ~ ~(\ 
tunnel and the wide popular belief in his death thert who In tilt 
at best was only a gambling possibility, may be regardtd ~rt 1:~Pt 
some value to 1he ballad record of the event. Fortunately a full oduII 
of the career of John Henry is not necessary for an 'answt a~unt 
question of his existence and the reality of his drilling-con~s~ tilt 

I 

• 

I 

J hn Ruybern Zicrold 

if not 



THE JOHN HENRY HAMMER SONa 

A 

Mrs. Sid n e y Wi I son, Min n e h a haS p r i n g I, W. V .. 
Wilson obtained this vorsion from her brother, a man well acquainted ~ 
construction camps in the South. - ... 

This old hammer,·· huh, 
Killed John Heiny,·· huh: 
This old hammer,·· huh, 
Killed John Henry,·· huh: 
This old hammer, •• huh, 
Killed John Henry, ·· huh: 
Killed him dead,· · huh. 

Ain't no hammer, •• huh, 
Tn these mountains,·· huh: 
Ain't no hammer,.· huh, 
In these mountains,·· 'buh: 
Ain't no hammer, · · bub, 
In these mountains, •• buh : 
Rings like mine,·· hub. 

Take this hammer, •• huh, 
And give it to the walker, .• huh : 
Take this hammer, .• huh, 
And give it to the walker, •• buh: 
Take this hammer,·. huh, 
And give it to the walker,·· huh: 
For I'm goin' home,·· huh. 

I told Hattie, •• huh, 
To whip· a those children, .• huh: 
I told Haltie, • • huh, 
To whip. a those children, •• huh: 
I told Hattie, •• huh, 
To whip • • tho e children" . huh : 
M ke 'em mind, •• huh . 

'Calli the pcnlt nllary, •• huh , 
I. hdl 0' pc pic, .· huh ; 
'Ca_ the ptnltentlary" , buh, 
I. tliU u' !'fOplr , '. hub: 
, - Ih. I nlt.nllar , " buh, 
I. luU II' ",,,,,I " hub, 

..... , , lit,·· "lIh , 



JOHN HENRY ON THE CHESl\PEAK.t 
i\ND OHIO RJULWl\Y 

b . for the Henry tradition 011 the ChesaPe 
. A fa.clual i~~JSWest Virginia required the employment ~k. ''''I 

Ohio Rallroad
h

. y together if not continuously at least on f h'lI<\ 
labor "nd nt'::ct'i~~r from 1870 to 1873. If rock-drilling On ~~"iOQ, 
III Its cons 11 ther by hand dritls o r altogether by steam d .1\ rca.! 
was done a ogefrct between the two kinds o f work obtained n s, 110 
chance for a ~o;.e I no real basis there. That the o pportunity 'h~nd the 
traditi~ ca~nflict did actually exist has more than legendary su;e'er, 
for ~~ th: second half of the 19th century hand labor was ernpI~~ 

·d I . tunnelling and 10 some cases the hand dnll Was u 
WI e y tn . . , . f . I I !til 

.c1 . I ') Steam drills came IOtO aIr y genera use in the tho 
ex uSlve y. . I · h , t II· bo· In! 

uarter of the century, particular y 10 ea' y unnc lng, th In furo 
~nd America. On the Mt. Cents Tunnel they ,,:,ere put "to work ~ 
full during 1861", and remained to the completIon of the tunnel ten 
years later. ') Their next successful use wa~ In the Hoosac TUnnel, 
where the Burleigh drills were IOtroduced III 1866. ' ) In 1870 they 
were introduced into the Nesquehoning Tunnel, WIth marked success. ') 
from 1872 to 1875 the Ing.ersoH drills were employed with the BUrleigh 
compressors successfully lIT bUIldIng the Musconetcong Tunnel .') 

About this date hand dfills and steam drills were brought together 
on several lines . Notable among these was the Cincinnati Southern, 
with twenty-six important tunnels. In some of them hand drills were 
used in the heading, and in others on the bench, supplemented by 
steam drills. ' ) In actual practice, of course, the two types of drilling 
were employed together wherever the steam drill was tried out in 
tunnell ing during its period of development, a half-century or more. 

Their use together On the Chesapeake and Ohio, at some time 
be1ween 1870 and 1873, is shown by the testimony of l. W. Hill, 
a soldier of the Confederacy, who is better known as "Dad" among 
raIlroad people around Hinton, West Virginia, where he was living 
when he made his report in September, 1925: 

'yort Hen ry Tunnel On the New York and Canada 1874-76 and l;i'k,_ Tunnel On the Weste rn North Ca rolina Railway iS70 wer" buih 
..... labor. Tun n • II i n g, pp. 976, 982. In Mount Wo~ and Top 

'hI! tUDDtlt, bUill In 188Q, ". 11 drilling was done by hand". J 0 urn II of 
'J T ~ ':: n 1\ ~ ~' • I Y 10 fEn g I II C or s, 11 (1891), 49. 
) t bId , p. I~ rl P 

' ) I bid, . 165 074 
'J It •• , . l.) k' 
'k I' "" n, ,r Id nl e"a,n ';c r of th~ 
'j r ~~:;~I I' 1,1t. VII (Jun. ~, I ~), at,p If 

lu 

" 
TunDtI 
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cond uctor 35 years o n a freig ht train all the C d 
I waS d Cl' f' Fo ge I an 0 R,),ilro." MilitO!! lUI I on r. am now retired and on U 

1I(h\'(tll d 0 the pension r the nil . 
h~t 0 tOile of Illy eyes hurf by a piece of rock fl ying in "( It 

I g~ build Le wis Tunnel, w hi ch is not far from B' 18 W en I was 
ttl'lping a here on the C and 0 Railroad . I ha ve been t~go blcndd Tunnel, 
• I abo\'e t I ' h f U c with m JLlS s'nee but I los t Ie s ig t 0 my best ey.e first d Y 
ryes (,'er I , • an IlOW I can 

hlrdl)' seteC~nI drill was used for a whjle in bUilding l ewis Tu I 
AS, th t f . h d nne. and I 

I. lionnry engme a urn ls e steam for it The d 'II n Iht s . n CQuid be 
ra a bench only, and was not a SUccess there and it g 
ustd on ' th t· • ave way to 

h d drills. Lator ran e s ahonary engine for lifting ro k ' 
tbe In c S In the 

u nd pumping water. 
shall a th , 

In onc way or ~no er many peop e w.ere killed in building Lewis 
, . many were kil led from care less blasting. There was a g d Tuone . raveya r 

'U there along with the tunnel, and one in Big Bend Tunnel too. 
bw Bob Jones was the best . steel-driver in Lewis TUnnel, but not milch 
b tter than some of the others in there with him. They usually sang 
~ they had composed on their work, or the foremen, or some Iloose~ 
trOIJIeD around the camps. They called one of them Liza Dooley, and 
IUde a song on her. 

This report of the hand drill as the important tool at Lewis Tunnel 
puts the type of drilling there in line with that employed generally 
0lI the road. A newspaper of the state gives " from Big Sandy to 
\fhilt Sulphur, a dis tance of at least 200 miles, the clink of the. 
drill-hammer , . , heard from early in the morn to eve!") The 
pabiished oHicial records of the road make no exception to the 
g<o<nl uS< of hand labor in that work.') 

Mr, Hill 's conneetion with machine-drilling on the road is highly 
"i",rlicanl With the stea m drill establis hed in tunnell ing by 1870, 
ad the general airing of its marvels in engineering journals and local 
...... ptr1,.) those responsible for the extension of the Chesapeake 
III! 0i1l0 .CTOlS We t Virginia cou ld not escape giving it a tri al. The 

01 honley, the contractor o f Hoosac Tunnel, that the expense 
r there would have been "fully three times the cost 

"':lo.!ot-<inlltng", II) and Hoosac Tunnel was well on to,,'ard 
~~~~ b 1870, could not be ignored by the Chesapeake and OhIO 
.. ,tld ere b Inll sold all Wall treet. II) Their report 

of II up-t"-dnte Illcthods : 

uf tr.lttrcJ mrchlll1i1:al l:abor Itt Ihttt time in the 
r:&Jif"'rf n r upon th " 'ork of the .cvt"raJ hn(s 

Uoti'Ii><' .. ,nd ( h Q .. "nUl he , Id 10 It"c d<p .. icJ 

rll~I"" "'. hrrhlll. \t" VI , 1, t~11 
I I 7\1 ,n,hhv. 

t ( " I , 
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h tine O f construction of olbe, fi'~ 1 materially rrom t c r~u 11 U~l-c. a.ss moUn ' 
ds of the same period. ) ~ 

rOB • dcti ft Everything favored the I.11tro u on 0 5 eam drills on the 
• 1870 and 1873 Through the development of the co~ I1lOj 

benveen . I tb · ful ' ,uPrtsso t at Mt Cenis Tunne, eiT success use In tunnellin t 

~!ne~oted in "Europe fO: nine years. They had been used with ~ar~ad 
S for four years 10 the Hoosac Tunnel of Massachusetts til 

succes -th t .. t th ' and had just been introduced Wl grea promise In 0 e Ne~quehonin 
Tunnel. They were theref~re a necessary part ~f the equipment fo~ 
building first-class mountain Toads of that pe.nod.. 

That steam drills were actually used at Lew~ Tunnel, as repOrted 
b Mr Hill is shown by newspaper accounts dunng 1871. In Janu or that yea~, the Richm o nd Dispatch noted that Hat the le!?s 
tunneI, or Jerry's run, the contract~rs have put the steam drills in 
operation", I' ) In November following, Charles ~ordhoff, formerly 
editor of the New Y 0 r k Po s t,' who at the tu:ne, ~as making a 
trip along the Chesapeake and OhtO across West Vlfglma and Writing 
a series of letters on the progress of w,or~ on, the road, referred 
to Lewis Tunnel Hin which several of Burleigh s dnlls are at work".") 
These records cover a period of practically nine months, 

Both types of tunnelling, then, were employed together on the 
road behveen 1870 and 1873, thus satisfying the major requir ..... 
of a factual basis for the Henry tradition in its construction. Tbat 
innovations of this sort among hand labor would be foIJowft by 
drilling-contests between the old and the new was the thing to expect. 
That such a contest, the basic episode of "John Henry", actually 
took place as celebrated in popular report has every reasonable In. 
fluence from these circumstances in its favor, and should not require 
much further evidence for its authenticity. 

If the steam drills put to work at Lewis Tunnel in January, \871, 
were the Burleigh drills mentio ned in November of that year, II1II 
were operated continuously for almost nine months, Mr. Hill would 
seem to be in error; but he has the support of the chief engineer 01 
that work, that they failed: "Subsequent to War, Burleigh rodt-drlll 
tried in the tunnel, but unsuccessfully!' ") This statement not oaIy 
establtshes Mr. Hill, who had a part in testing the macltlae, bat 
throws damaging light on the assumption that the steam driIIa 
mentioned In the Ric h m 0 n d Dis pat c h as haviog been put to 
work at the tunoel in January were the Burleigh drills referred to 
by Nordhoff In November following, and favors the inference tblt 
..,veral steam drills were experimented with at Lewis Tuood, tbole 

::> Tun nell in", p. 484: . . 
tb d JaD. 21,1871. The RIchmond Di s patch i. in <oamet WIth 
i e ~I=akt Ind Ohio "records that steam drills were fint iatrodaced 
Ii COQJ r on 00 Lew .. Tunnel the latter Plrt of April t87t!' JO •• w:. D ~ I p. : . lOr. Johnlon Itales in his next paraaraph tbat the C iad 0 
tart A_ ~po rom the ir eoe1necn I nd contracton of thll period blft 

... - ... ",.d b, lire. 
U) New Y k W 
U) Tu ... IUI'1 er.!.!y Tribune, Nov . .. 1871. 

n I. p. 'NQII . 



.46 • lIod November. :Iud I)Ossibly ill April, alld very 
. cd ,n J.nunry d fl'r these dates . ") 

rncl1t~~~t others before, :lI:cal~ ~ri1l in :til probability was tried out 
prob~t fo llowS Iha~;~'C"ls the lime, alld Big Belld, the largest tunne~ 
,I"where on Ihe ert"n .dvantages to o ffer. The rock of B'g Ben 

Ih' line, had C Ih' I of Lewis Tunnel ") and different results m,ght 
=:5 different froln'd f~OI11 the machine, 'with the promise o f a larger 

b expec e . 
have cell · units adoptLon there. 
number of sa lesoc:elltary proof for the s team drill at Big Bend 

So·called d t x,'st The only possible reference of the sort 
15 not 0 e. . . tl 

Tunnel seell . /, accou llt of the work there about the hme Ie 
Pcarstn a < .' fl ' k.nOwn ap I ted ' 4'Unavoidable contingencIes, such ilS au air, 

tuaa,1 was
f 

comPhenery' &c have delayed this part of the work con· 
.V g 0 mac I J ., • I . 

b;cpJn 1118 That breaking of machinery" can have such va ue ,IS 

SldcrabIY'btf)1 It would mean too great reliance on the steam drill 
vcry dO~ ~ti, known facts. In the absence of anything better for 
10 aced or tWn'ding of the circumstances at Big Bend, testimonial data 
an un ers a 
must be aUowed . 

Neal Miller, ") son of Andrew Jackson Miller, ~ nati~e of the 
rommunity lives about a mile up Hungart's Creek, wh,ch JOins/Green· 
brier River' at the east end of Big Bend Tunnel. He was a member of 
a large family. Three of his brothers "followed" the railroad. Two 
are on the Norfolk and Western, one an engineer and the other a 
painler. The third was an engineer on the Chesapeake and Ohio 
Railway, and a few years ago " his train almost smothered him to 
dealh in Big Bend Tunnel," with the result that he died about four 
moaths later. In his neighborhood Neal Miller is regarded as having 
a good memory and being honest. 

Mr. Miller says that he worked in Big Bend "off and on", 
''''ymg water and steel for the worianen, and knew John Henry there. 

, I saw John Henry drive steel in Big Bend Tunnel. He was a great 
ItDiCf and I .. , a ways singing some old song when he was driving steel. He 
Was a black rawboned 30 d . . n> I man, years 01 I 6 feet high and weighed near 
.tr:O:~s. He ~nd Phil Henderson, another big Neg:o, but not so high, 

P~ ' I 'Hand sa id that they were from North Carolina. 
1_ co~ttst en~~~son turned the steel for John Henry when he drove in 
tiur,. but IWh' the steam drill at the east end of the tunnel John 

e stum drill b ' . . . 
lid loIt time. ecause It got hung 10 the seam of the rock 

Dave Withrow, Who liv d ' . . 
• ,hI'lt of th. k e With hiS Wife at our home Was the foreman 

WOr on th t . , 
e ou Side of the tunnel where John Henry 

lid I~ SUCh "'u th( ex . 
~ tt.t ~~~.; "lChili w~::ulr~f~odat Hoosac Tunnel. · The Brooks, Oates, 
~ 40 01 Ih drill 11\ Novt"1 uted thc:re in June, 1S66, and replutd 
'" k, "'II t~t" mltMnts INtrt "3cr r~"owmg. Til nne 11 i n g p. 159 rr 

~, l.,,;"!,'" thr OUlh? I ('fir cd nl ftoon. , Did the m~nuf.cture"; 
") l~. () IIna. f1 Oo~ 
''It. l,,'tthb'it'l I d 

Nfll") MUI ,n t I) t" 11 de" t, Jllnt 1 1812 
N, II uu, W V. ., 
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stcam drill, and Mike Breen was the foreman On the . . 
bellt the In! lde of 
the tunnel there. . 

t m drill was brought to Big Bend Tunnel as an ex . 
The s en I h t " h PCtttne t 
f 

"I d because it stayed broke al t e tme. or ung up in th n I 
and 31 C b h d "II It e lOck "t Id be used only on enC n anyway. was brought t ' 
lind I cou k f" t d th 0 th 

d f the tunnel when wor Irs commence ere, and Wa ' 
east en o · . d h' S ntv 

" d ' the tunnel. It was thrown aSide, an t e eng-lOt Was tah I " 
ca rne an · h "t k n rom 
"t d carried to shaft number one, were I too the place of a t 
I an . th h It "th tam of horses that pulled the bucket up In J e s a WI a Windlass. 

John Henry used to go up Hungart s Creek to see a white Wo 

. _ or almost white. Sometimes this woman would go down to the tu~~~i 
to get John Henry, and they went back together. She was called jol1l1 
Henry's woman 'round th.e camps.. . 

John Henry didn't die from gettm~ too hot 1~ the contest with tht 
steam drill, like you say. He drove 10 the headmg a long time aftt, 
that. But he was later killed in the tunnel, but I didn't see him killtd 
He couldn't go away from the tunnel without letting his friends kno~ 
about it, and his woman stayed 'round long afte r he disappeared. 

He was killed all right, and I know the time. The boys 'round tht 
tunnel told me that he was killed from a blast of rock in the heading, 
and he was put in a box with another Negro and buried at night UDder 
the big fill at the east end 01 the tunnel. A mule that had gotkilled 
in the tunnel was put under the big fill about the same time. 

The bosses at the tunnel were afraid the death of John Henry Would 
cause trouble among the Negroes, and they often got rid of dead Negroes 
in some way like that. All the Negroes left the tunnel once and wouldn't 
go in it for several days. Some of them won't go in it now because 
they've got the notion they can still hear John Henry driving steel in 
there. He's a regular ghost 'round this place . 

HiF> marks in the side of the rock where he drove with the steam 
drill stayed there awhile at the east end of the tunnel but when the 

" " ' railroad bed was Widened for double-tracking they destroyed them. !O) 

The Hedrick brothers, George, seventeen, and John, twenty· 
three, were hVlng With their father within a few hundred yards 01 
Big Iknd when work began on the tunnel in 1870, and remained there 
While It was under construction" George still lives there, but for the 
~sth few" years John has lived with his daughter's family in Hinton, 
fig t miles west of the tunnel. ") 
he w fo rge ~edrick says that he did no work in the tunnel, but "that 
" wh U

t 
oonhnually around where the men were at work, and kne., 

a was gOing on'" 
lilt ~ brolher John helped to survey the lunnel and had charge 01 
f WI:' th w:k in buildine it. I oftcn iiaw Jo hn Henry drive steel out th(r t . 

e cam drill too, whtn Ihey brought It to eltSt end of the lunntl , 

./ 104" MIlle, m d h 
"/ 'II<- , ... II m,," I r I. repo' l In fPI., IOlS. " 
pi l<r~ nd Y 01 rurw r 'I_"rlck r I,· It W V. WI' obt".ttl 

; ,-.~.. ., .. I: 1«"lt'::~ 01 John It « tr lck, AUM .,' 19'i7. The 1.11 .. wi' 
r whr. I mod. Illy fir t trip to Ihe 'u ••• 1 i. I@· 
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I didn't sec John Henry when he drove in the t . 
but M b th' con est with 't 
JboU! it right aft~r . Ph"Y H rOd er saw It. I . I heartl 

M)' memory IS I en erson and John Henry d 
. Th t th rove togethe . ~ tc.m drill. a was e usual way of driving t . r against 

Iht' ~ d . tiS eel 10 the t I Sit\\' John Henry rive s ee. He was black and 6 f . unnel. 

Id 
mnd weig hed 200 or a little more. He could :..... eet high. 35 years 

o • d I '. 5111g as well h Id drive stee l, an was a ways smglng When he w' as c 
~n/t yOU drive her,· - huh ?' as In the tunnel._ 

The Hedrick brothers are sober men of good pra ti I 
O . bo t . f c ca sense and 

·udgement. eorge IS a u SIX eet tan stands erect d . 
J,round two hundred pounds, and must hav~ been a super'I'o

an 
weflghs 

. t ' t t II r man orty rears agO. John IS no qU I e so a , but has a larger frame and muscle. 
He was twentYI-Ithfrteted wfhen the tun.nel was begun. and llIas Un-
questionably we I e or a responSible job among the gang th 
He speaks with the authority of a tunnel boss: sere. 

I was manager of the wood-work in putting through Big Bend Tunnel 
and built the shanties for the Negroes there in the camp. The first work 
at Big Bend Tunnel was making the survey, and I helped with that. Then 
meo came to put down the shafts, and took rock from them 50 feet down 
to send away for contractors to examine when they were making contracts 
for the work on the tunnel. Menifee put down the first shaft. When he 
came I went with him to help him find the place. I worked there till 
the tuonel was all completed. 

I knew John Henry. He was a yaller-complected, stout, healthy fellow 
from down in Virginia. He was about 30 years old, and weighed tOO 
or 170 pounds. He was 5 feet 8 inches tall, not over that. 

He drove steel with a steam drill at the east end, on the inside of 
the tunnel not far from the end . He was working under Foreman Steele, 
and h. beat the steam drill too. The steam drill got hung uP. but john 
Henry was beating him all the time. I didn't see the contest, because it 
"u on the inside of the tunnel, and not very many could get in there. 
I Wu Ltking up timber and heard him singing and driving, and he was 
beating him too. • 

John Henry stayed 'round the tunnel a year or two, then went away 
....... her. . t don·t remember when he left. He had a big black fellow 

him that drove steet but he coutdn 't drive like john Henry. 
Jo II Henry Will t h er~ 12 months aft er the contest. I know. He was 

" wh •• the holt was opened between shaft I and 2. Henry Fox put 
h~lt' through, and then climbed through it. He was 3 forema~f 

I't Ih. Witch Ihal jo ltn,oll offered for the first mall to get throug h' 
lit _. , 'd' IllIed lum throug 

14m tholt 2, and IJ Oll ie all Ihe other Sl e P 
"M ." .11 It t loth . 
t ..... . "I B d TUllnel .t work. 

I h ••• I lIa lr "'"11 gol klltcd .t "II ell k'Ucd 
t~ Ihl:' ,ball. nd one dl d (rom rout Rlr. A roan was I 

.ad I U· tlf I. , hut norlr In IJI" nelld. t 0 ul!lr or 
I r. "It" .. r r IIlvilll( dlr ' ct testl llloll • 110 P t «p ,i-n-.,. I flr\ ~rt lIut b.i l! fl · II1Rt:~ nlld gcncr:l -

-I " I f Biu fh.-'utl Tunn'" t1 _ t t' .h rt Uht n f' "'t'lit u • 
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. f oral traditions, but represent the stable citizenry of 

tones ' ~e community. In a court o r forum of that locality, the a COn. 
servatt'

h 
support of good character and general reliability in Y wOuld 

ha\'e e h ' b ti matt. of dispute coming under t elf a serva on. rs 
The explanation Mr. Miller makes of the steam drill at Big Ben' 

and the subsequent use of the engme fro m It recalls Mr. Hili's d 
. nees with the mach me at leWIS Tunnel. HIS account of J ex· 

~:~~y's death and burial is of a bearsay character,. and has :: 
the value of a report at the time. He.s not alone In making t~ 
report, bowever, and his account of the, tragic tone .of the place will 
seem more real eventually . Mr. Miller IS nO apologist, and no bero. 
worshipper, for John Henry or anybody else, as b.s testullOny indio 
cates. He has the charactenstic mountameer attitude tOward !be 
, egro and regards the famous steel-dnver as rather vicious, "just 
anoth~r Negro" , superior of course and able to claim his wonwa 
wben he was present, but remembers that he was not always present. 
His reference to Henry's woman as ualmost white" was but a CIIt­
tionary after-thought to temper , the . blow " white woman" for !be 
moment, and has no other value 10 hiS report. later he talked ~ 
fully about the woman, whom he knew for several years. She lived 
in a little house about two miles up Hungart's Creek, and often made 
long trips visiting construction camps, usuaUy of miners, alonl! the 
railroad. Confi rmation of this account may be had fro m G. l. Scott, 
previously mentioned, who remembers her house, her name and fame, 
and the man who "stood her" at Big Bend Tunnel. " ) 

In his statement that John Henry sang "Can't you drive her, 
- - huh?" George Hedrick makes a g ood claim for his acquaintauce 
with the steel-drivers at the tunnel, and for the correctness of his 
memory. A few months after Big Bend was completed, the line 

. U) C;>. F~ . Morton says of Negro slaves in Monroe County, which 
Ulcludea the Big Bend community at t he time the tunnel was begun : liThe 
un-ants 10 the ' highouse' looked down on the field hands but both house 
and beld servan ts looked down on the poor class of white~.11 A His tor y 
01 M 0 n roe Co U n t y, p. 185 fl. 
. lin 1878 • . Page Edwards. a Negro living at Big Bend Tunnel. became 
!!:d ~ IIO~ hhJ wife, a Hbright mUlatto woman of handsome ap~arance." 

I < ' r. In 1907, Elbert Medlin born ill the larger BIg Bend 
"ijmbtlllY about the time the tunnel w'as unde r cons truct ion killed his 
~ bt "iUk . he leemed to prefer the other man Medlin 's f~ther was a 
WI~hnc~.~' It!Ph and hla mother a Hwhitc woman· of low and degr~,jed 
H h t r ty clai med that they were married in hio. J. H. Miller, 

.~ y 0 1 S umm e r . Ou ,nl y pp 788 807 
~nn 1(',·011. I I . . ,. I - 'Il 

(.pI ..... t it' I 1111 IVl" 0 M onroe ounty, Q:i ve an csa nillic of I 1 ... 
1

. 
It_ hor If O •• r In VIr~I.lo having hlldrcu b Negro men, Ind add, 
Cit tiIcu ~' Ilnorant driver" of the coach l 'Ther were: cverl l Init llltt 
lll. a. /:* cblld". by black me . ... • k • t c h col Hit 0 r ' . 
P III it a." ." I " I h r Un It. d I . I .. (1820). b • Trl •• I1", 

'" t... , . I"obk .. In V .,ro 
.. Ir,...... 161V I~" "lIlftt • " . J. It R <II. "lh, frte i' 
, .... ,.lura,.1 .ad', .. Jlobn . ttopk'n Univrr l ih' Iud 

o II.,. Is, l r u \. t, >.. I. 
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u drive her home, my boy?" was published as ha . 

fIC.n' t yo by the miners in building the tunnel. ") vtng 
~ sung . 

i>« Hedrick makes even a better claun for his memory of th 
John ct " tht " M . e He is corre In saying . a emfee put dowD the first 

tu nne!; and in Menifee's. purpose .Ln • doing it. U) BUilding shanties 
shafthe workmen, ~urveytng, a~d smklDg s~afts for rock to be used 
(or t tr ding for Its construction charactenze the first work at the 
in co~ tacts that will not be questioned. Fox ") and Steele " ) Wert 

Wone , at the tunnel, and the fonner was in charge when the opening 
foremen de from shaft one to shaft two, as Mr. Hedrick states _N .' . 

T timony of thIS sort IS not altogether hearsay stuff and call 
ardl eSbe denied value in showing the employment together of the 

h {nds of labor at BIg Bend . These men are certain that they 
two thl e two types of drills at the tunnel, and that a contest took 
saW Th' 'd . f bo lace between them. elr eVI ence IS 0 a ut equal value. 
p In their statements for Henry'~ presence, they are supported by 
two other witnesse~, George Jenkms and D. R. Gilpin, who claim 
thlt they worked in the tunnel. These two men were not there when 
the tunnel was begun, but came later and saw less. 

Mr. Jenkins ") says that he is a native of Buckingham County, 
Virgioia that he went with his father, a blacksmith, to Big Bend 
9000 after the tunnel was started, that he worked at first as "tool· 
boy", and that later his father got him a job in the shop to "sharpen 
strd and other tools": 

Jobn Henry was there when I went to Big Bend, and I remember 
he wu under Jack Pasco from Ireland. He was very black, and he'd weigh 
about 160. Always singing when he worked. He was a sort of song-leader. 
H, wu 30 or 35 years old. 

I don't know what he did when he wasn't at work in the tunnel. 
I doa't know when he left the tunnel or where he went. No; I don't 
Imow anything about him driving steel against a steam drill. The tunnel 
"u aU band work. 

Jim Brightwell ran the hoisting engine at shaft 2, and my brother fired 
lor him. Captain Johnson gave a barrel of liquor when they knocked 
~..,b tb, beading from shaft 2 to 3. Mose Selby stabbed Joho Hunt 
~ doy, but didn't kill him . f saw Hunt in Roanoke a few years ago. 

I IIW one man killed in the tunnel He was taking up botiom when 
~<>dl f,U from overhead and killed h'im dead. I don't rememb<r what 

did with him, •• ot him home to his people I suppose. -
~

Tb • T b ' '" 0 u. t Ii 0 Her a I d Hinton, W. Va., Jan. 1, 1874. 
T h' ~ rt •• b, i., In d c pen den t, Jan. 22, 1870. 

~) 10: I I I r 0 I dO ... It e, Nov. 2, IB72 . 
• 'h~ ••• a Henry. p. 30. Dr. Johnson quotes fr~ ," Border 
loa ....... I hlv, .ot b«n abl t to find the files of till' newspaper, 
~ .) l .. ,:pa.,." of the 11m. often quoted frotll il. 

- ..... _ ... , 01 O.O'K' J. nklll 7S year old, of Montiomery, W. 
--tel .. A"I . 1027. • 



al 
Ih mules Cl me out of the tunnel some of thern w. 

\Xlh.n • . M I ,. bIio.ot n. w.nl blind .nd stayed blond. ost 0 them got III ri .. 
• bat. They pul a cover over the" heads lor a whil PI .... 
• d or ,0. k ' th tit. 

Thc~ burnt lard oil and blae strap In e unne for lights. 
It - S'g Send was in I flagged on the work train bdw ... 

or d
l 
Hinton about a year. Then I went with my latbt, to-'" 

Sulphur In . N I k J "'" on a tuontl at King's Mountain, Ky. ().' new aho Henry only at 
Sen I. I don't knoW what became 01 hl.m_ ... 

Mr. Gilpin ") is on the pensIOn hst of the Chesapeake and Ohio 
Railway_ He came to Big Bend, he says, from Knox~ilIe, Tenn_, WillI 
his father, a well-digger who had t>e.en . successful 10 several statts 
of the South before the Civil War 10 slflklDg wells through rock 1IIIder 
water. His father was brought to the tunnel by johnson, contractor 
whose efforts to put down sliaft one had been <;hecked by w'; 
rising in it, and 'remalDed as a sort of ~~s or director of driUiac 
and blasting in the headlDg: >0) Mr. Gilpin says that he worbcl 
along with his father, carrytng water and steel for the workmen 

He remembers john Henry, and describes him as black, aboui 
sLx feet tall, and weight "as much as 200 pounds, but not fat", Witb 
"thick lips and the prettiest set of white teeth I ever looked at". He 
adds that Henry, like the others, usually kept his shirt off when be 
drove in the tunnel: 

I know that he was from North Carolina, for he used to get Pea""" 
my brother-in-law and a foreman in the tunnel, to write letiers lor him 
10 his people there. Pearce liked john Henry because he was sensible 
and used good manners, and keen and full of good jokes, and he could 
sing and pick a banjo betler than anybody else I ever saw. 

My mother used to help out when anybody got hurt in the tUlllltI. 
Sbe'd come with clean cloths and medicine. She ran a bearding bouse 
tbere at the tunnel, and baked bread for john Henry. He cooked the 
rest 01 his food at the camp, but he couldn't bake bread and Pearce ask<d 
my mother to do it for him. I'd often carry it to him at his camp, and 
M'd I/ive me a Utile extra for carrying it. 

I'v. Ren John Henry playing cards but I never saw him gamblillg, 
.. d bt dido't swear like the other Ne~roes did when he was at work. 

My hall-bro1.her, jim Wimmer drove steel in the tunnel and be drnft 
.. "b J 1m H ' , o tlIry when he could get the chance because john Henry .. as 
~ I~ worker at drivini steel, and he was 'sensible and safe, I IIl1I 

1/ Judl/ment, With • 1/000 eye. There was not so much dlJli"' 
• n""1 WIth him In the h •• dinl/ like there was with ome 01 tbe ~ 

, Itt Jo.a Hrnry w "reliable man in danier or in I risky 
tho fir t haht hole w optn.d Irom h.1t nu mb .. OIl' 10 ... 

... ::,.,s0t t~ tUnnd, I dlpptd th hqu r lor the te<l-drlv,rs. f';; 
"'" th." thrOllah the h It fi .. t, •• u the I lit 

tJ R .. , . 
II ad 

. ...... 

saw". 
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like IIl ttd 111 ell , John I 'cll ry was a mighty POwerful man t 
cUrd When Ihcy pushed Illy father through the hole th hat day, 

I 1( 11 'I"OU' rter hllll, And nlmost tore off one of my l ~gS e~ Pus~Cd me­
IhrotlJl I " ) I . In dOlOg it Supcrillfclldcnt 0 1119011 gnve me a SUIt of clothes because J t h . 
The"1 I ,,'I know II thing nbouf John rlCl1lY driving steel in a gt 0 ~rt . 

(0 '!I I · kl con est With I 
'

drill nnd don lin ever saw one at the tUnnel H d . the "rRII I • • an drtlls 
Cd ill the tunnel. They were usmg an cngine at shaft nu b \\ ert' 115 I m Cr One 

' the bucket up w Icn we moved to the tunnel but they d·d 't h to (l Ise d ·11 · I I I nave 
t ill engille or steam n III t lC tunnel. 

Iny S Cit ) h H 
The Itlst time I saw 0 II cll ry, Who. was ca lled Big John Henry, 
'I,cn somc rocks from a blast feU on lum and another Negro Th wlS 1\ • , . cy. 
covcred with blankets and carned out of the tunnel I don't tl· k were . . lilt 

John tlenry \Vas killed ill that accident beca use I didn't hea r of ,him 'being 
buried, And the bosses wc~e always care ful in looking after the injured 
and dead, They were a fraid the Negroes would leave the tunnel. 

I don't know what happened to John Henry after that accident, though, 
He may have left for n. while and then Come back again, but I can't say. 
I nlways thought John Henry died in the tunnel. but I didn't know anything 
about his death. I don ' t re member seeing John Hcnry after thc day the 
rocks fell on him. I might have found out What happcncd to him if I had 
uied then, but we were not allowed to go round the camps asking 
questions about such th ings. Any man who walked around and talked about 
tht hard life in the tunnel was allowed to stay there about two days, 
and that's all. 

Mr. Gilpin remembers that Henry was the "singi ngest man I ever 
saw", but remembers only a few stanzas of his song: 

Tell the captain, - huh, I am gone, _ huh. 
Tell the c:tptain, - huh, [ am gone, _ huh, 
Tell the captain, - huh, I '3m gone, _ huh, 

Big John l-Jenry, - huh, 
Big John Henry, - huh, 
Big John Henry, - huh, 

St'·tn olhers were built in the same style On these lines: " The captain 
tln'I gtl me" "Shoo fly up shoo fly down" "Shoo fly all 'round 
(be tow HilT' . , ! I . g ing" .. n I hi o ld hammer a-S ing ing", uTflls old stee a~ n? ' 
:}',. old wea l a-rolling", and " I am getting dry". Mr. Glipll1 says 

1,1 : ohn Henry always sa ng " I /tn! getti llg dry" when he ~'ante~ 
Ht IQ dnnk, and Ihnl as wnter bo he lOllS supposed to carry , . 

'r, u"'d Ihe "huh", Or grunl, to Ill ark the slrokes of his haIllOl:r. 
lit ~~ ("Ip'n ay Ihnl he g I his "educatioll " "t Big Bend rlllln",: 
, 1~. tnlhu la ' tic II all Big Bend times as ollfeelcr?tc sold,er~ 

!x,ul Iii Iv il War, IIlike Mr. Miller, he ~s a I:~:,~\. ~; r nd J"hll Il eli r lid Ihe hesllpeake and 0 1110 , I ~.' ti,e 
, Po I,.,..,., I tlo unrr I okcd {I t n pict llre of Jadt J hm;oJl, 1\' 

prjl II I! I It ' nud S.I\\' n . 
Irl. " It It filii "h' j;1 nud 11I 1I ~'Cf nrll t\.. • t ,til 

!, II "" 'If fll N Ht'lltl Ii \ , JII , ,'N Ihl' • II~el,lc r:~'co ; l"Ji7. 
~I. r .. "" u,· "' I W III Ihe ""'rl' I",,~ hlli/,IlIe'

t1 
ro,,' 

{It ~tl..1 Ii 111,- I lU I II\-! r of II I l'<lII lIrctl II with U' • \ 
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d takes pride in wearing its service pins. Big Bend is 53 
an h' orld and he knows the place well, at the !.... . 
of IS w , d ct h I' d' ''''1\ He knew the two 0 ors WOlve . at Big Bend at . 
times while the tunnel waS under construction, their families d'fftrtnt 
a little o f them afterwards. He remembered. a.ccurately a su' ~ Qat 
I mber of the foremen and other offloals at the tu rpns,ogl, 
karge ;hue engineer who drove the first train through the tunnel. 11, 

n:dw h, name was South Mack, who is not infrequently nntl, i.QQ 
sal IS k HI ' d h relTl'ITI'_ . th locality as Seth Mac, e exp alDe ow Mack lost hi ...,'" 
~y i:serting them into a break somewhere in his little eng~ lhulnbs, 
turning it ove r and getting caught under it, to check th nt, af1ti 
steam to keep from being "scalded to death" before he' 'SC'ping 

<auld bt 
rescued . . 7 '. 

The reason Mr, Gilpm offers for John~on s bnnglng his f.th" 
Big Bend is plauSible enough, Water nSl~g ,In the tunnel Was to 
of the difficulties the engmeers had m bUlldmg It, at) , He ITIa 0", 

have dipped liquor for the men when they opened up the tunn,?!,: 
shaft one to the east end, but very probably somebody did The 
water boy was the proper functionary when liquor became a substitu1t 
for water, and it was used freely on such occasions the,e. >0) The 
B 0 r d e r W ate h m an leads o ne to beheve that M" Gilpin couJd 
have reported a casuality list on this occasion: "We lea,n that the 
hands on the East approach to Big Bend Tunnel and thoSt drivilt 
the ' heading' east from Shaft 1, having knocked out the rock bet ... 
them, tried to knock out each other, Several parties were oneftl, 
stabbed," " ), 

The song "Shoo fly" was widely sung on the minstrel staat 01 
the early seventies, A Virginia newspaper observed : "Many ~ 
who arc not in the habit of frequenting negro minsirel shows 11m 
expressed a desire to know what are the words of a song to wlridl 
reference is so often made in the newspapers, and the chorus aI 
which salutes the ear in every public place, It is a no_Ie. 
medley without rhyme or reason '" immensely popular willi .. 
masses," " ) The Governor of West Virginia was reported u ~ 
a part of the song when he "Broke Ground on the C. " O. It. It 
in that state, ") Moreover, "miners hoarsely singing" aad ...... 
a-rolhng" belong to the education of Mr, Gilpin at Big BellI. !iIIl 
~choes, although some of them may not be factual, suggest ... It 
IS not enllrely a man of fiction. 

On my first trip to Hinton in 1925 I mentioned "JobI 
to Mr, Gilpin, without pointing out sPecifically any of 
but he 8temed not to know the ballad, H~ remembered, witII 

or ") The Orto .. b,l .. Indoptndont, Jaa. a. 
CO'!:'l' o{, thho u

l
',< o! l umps and pump. to koto th. wator 

o n t nry p :to < .. h t • • 

.oj Tho ~ I' «n b ,Ie, In d 0 pen don t6 fob. It, 
.b I ItrIO r unloll , pc, t o, and •• oral 

I '&I h ff I • k in I II I K • " <e " April 18, IfIQ. 
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34 t zas of the steel-driver's song. On a second visit 
only 1I reW 5 a: later J again introduced the ballad, and charae­
,bOut ~vo ylear (ully. Mr. Gilp in commented thus: "John Henry was 

-~ It rat ler . be I h' " h h' terizcu . ' He would s ing a U IS woman, giVing er IS 
,1"'IIY!' smglng"ng it in gold, gold at the White H ouse, and giving 
hamme,:, wrap~:1 si tting on his mammy's knee, watermelon smiling. 
it to hiS , wO'~~Il' the captai n I am gone, and like that. " But he did 
on the rod\,me'ce a singJe stanza of the ballad, and seemed not to ~ not rep u 

able t~. estion of Henry's woman had been raised, but no mention 
d T ~ ;he White House, although allusion to it is found in several 

m~t e of Ihe ballad. And "gold at the While House" is unique in 
~: ;ra~ition. He explained: "The White House is where the President 
t. John Henry and the other Negroes there in the tunnel used to 
111'<5. • th Th d t . b . g about it, and about gOing ere. ey use 0 sing a out Fred 
SJD " 
Douglas up there too. 

He knew Henry's woman, and several others equally important 
in building the tunnel, and contributed rather full accounts of lu ___ , 
liz> Ann - - -, Kate - - , and one called " liza Dooley", but thought 
Ibis not her reaJ name. Some of them claimed to be half Jndian. 
One had long, straight, black hair, ani:! a nother red hair. One was 
a fortune-teller and banjo-picker, a woman of unusual vivacity, a 
sort of pagan beauty, who played at dances and on other occasions 
of jolification, not infrequently for s lightly mixed crOWds. He 
mntmbered the following stanzas from her singing: 

Fm going down to town, 
I'm going down to town, 
I'm going down to Lynchburg town, 
To carry my baccer down. 
Baecer selling high, 
Sell ing at a dollar a pound, 
And nobody wants to buy. 

I pawn my watch, 
And I pawn my chain. 
Oh go 'long Liza, poor gal, 
Poor little Liza j ane. 
Up old liza, poor ga l, 
Up old Liza j ane. 
Up old liu, poor ga l, 
Up old LilO jane. 
Sh. I""t hoc lover 
~nd '(lund hIm asaill . 

p old litO, poor ".1, 
Up old I I,. j lne 
\ h,. 1"'1 Ii I l(ov.; 
I. lb. "'1 
l ' uu 10th (j' Ih t' ' ('1, 

P l.o!cJ '1Ia, I)OQ, iel', 
Up ..w lll< J ... ~. 



WHAT BECJ\ME OF JOHN HENRY? 

f steel driver was a real man, a flesh and blood __ 
If the amous - . . t t t B· D_ --ctu II took part in a dnlhng-con es a Ig "",nd, IS the 

and. • ~ows one would like to know what became of him. The 
~~bmony dS at' know. Miller and Gilpin seem to think that he d._, 
witnesses 0 n .. Ii· th t h d·d ....... 
• t the tunnel. John Hedrick IS qUlt~ ce aID a e I not, alld 
sa s that he " went away somewhere .. . 

y A strong belief in Henry's death at Big Bend IS .shown by the 
a ular reports presented in the second chapter of thiS study. The 

goNad mentions his death there. Among the Negroes of the. community 
nothing seems more re~1 than hIS ghost. The ghost's drtvtng steel in 
the tunnel is highly slgmflcant of the manner, as well as the fact, 
of his death, and modern ghosts are supposed to have such values. ') 
Bridge and tunnel ghosts may not always be, if ever, full adoptions, 
or made from the whole cloth. And building Big Bend Tunnel made 
possible the only plausible occasion for starting such a belief, factual 
or fictitious . The character of the tradition seems to favor his actual 
death there, from a drilling-contest, or in some other way. 

The witnesses for Henry are certain of their acquaintance with 
him at the tunnel, and the conclusion that he died immediately after, 
and as a result of, the drilling-contest, that reported by Miller and 
the Hedricks, would seem to dispose of their testimony as lacking 
authority. This does not necessarily follow. -

Am.ong them only Gilpin claims the · sort of acquaintance with the 
steel-drtver that would make a confusion between him and another 
Negro at Big Bend hardly poSSible, and Gilpin was late in getting 
to. the tunnel, probably almost a year after it was begun. If the 
dnillng-contest occurred. early in the work there, as shown by the 
tdeshmony, and Henry died Immediately as a result of it the steel-

nver who took h· I ' resembl d h· IS P ace among the tunnel Negroes might have 
___ e_ 1m very closely, and was almost certainly called John 

I) A CUe jn point was t d f . 
month. before Big Be d fepor e or a tunnel in the s tate about SIX. 
was "full" of ghosts 0,0 ~as begun. Hempfield Tunnel, near Wheeling, 
k en in the act of being mur ~red men. They were reported as having betn 
mouth of the tunnel is mur ered, as the men kUled there were. II At the 
na.me 11 . ircnifjc:ant as its a sequestered spot known as Berry's Hole. lis 
poor ftUoWl. In I the mer~cord shows it to be the watery g rave of mlny 
Schlltt'r, the b1ooct.thir. t ory of many of our readers the history of knthe l(affold It Parkc;'b and ~rutal murderer, who expiated his crimtJ r •• took plac:e In the tUfK, III . till fresh. The slaug hter of one of tri. 
:::::l.atr rf rtrtnCt to the unne I. well known and is luppa.td to hayt 

h '1thl. kind \1. Ihi> t~Pp·I·lroncc f Ihe Q" ho I I"t week ... Qthtr 
f' ,. ". I ni t, II It f' n c: ~nC': J"lc too well len wn to bear rtpelilion." 

" r, II Y 10, 1809. 
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He would have been the only John H<Onry thtte to 
H~n~~' and jenkins, and eventuaDy best knowu to . u and e 
Odf 'cks and they might easily have accepted hi as the be", of 
He r:')Ot~st because they had had no particular rea 0 sene 
the ',ginal john Hen ry at all closely, Tr~edics.t e el 'e-
the or d" and tho , .. t matters for open ,scusslon, IS might expla !be fa.l" 
~ Gilpin and jenkins to hear anything said aboul t e COntest. Thl 
o. ht also explain Gilpin's failure to ~ a.nv lanu of the 
j~~n Henry song mentioning the fact of h,s death, o r r~"em r 

single stanza of the ballad , 
a The theory that j ohn Henry dIed in a ~ad dnllin t t 
Big Bend seems less probable, and oould hardly h.a e ha~ed llh t 
the knowledge of the witnesses for the steel-dn er al the tun el 
introduction, however. of a seoond macbIDe bd re t e tunnel 
completed would have mea,nt a seoond dnlhn -cont t r Henr 
the first without any serIOus Inlury to h,m elf, pro" ed h 
there at the time, 

The drilling-contest established at Big Bend b Ihe Ie nl I 
data probably occurred in the ummer or raU of I 70 The" t .r~ 
was done on the tunnel in january of that year, beglnnan Ih I I 
few days of the month, and J, M. Logan stat .. thai he rked I Ur 
months there before the shafts were In and then rdumed to Iv nhoe, 
and that he heard of the contest between Henry nd the te dnll 
when he went back to Ivanhoe, HIS departure from the tunnel, 
therdore, was in the summer or early fall, and he h ard of the con· 
Itst soon after, The fact that it occurred at tbe ust end 01 BIg 
Bend, according to the testimony, s hows that it took place early an 
the work on the tunnel, and that was the first section of the tunnel 
oompleted , Between the summer or faU of 1870 and the completion of 
the. tlUlnel in June, 1872, was a period of practicaUy two years in 
whlcb a second drilling-contest could have taken place, 

The ,steam drill was at Lewis Tunnel in January and November. =: !lOssl~ly in April, of 1871 , and also very probably in 1870 about 
driB time It wa.s being tried at Big Bend, The probability is _ that the 
beiag ~aractenzed as a failure at Lewis Tunnel, but mentioned as 
lDOIdb'n use there On three occasions covering a period of almost nine 
DIllIes I, was not the same drill but two or mo~e drills of different 
~ or the same dnll operated each time WIth a dIfferent com­
........ by way of experiment Such tests as well may have been 
-.- OUt t 8' ' , , Off t ... uadtr a . Ig Bend, The two tunnels were constructed by d, . eren 
~ dIfferent contracts, and their charader dIffered ,n the 
....... ~ .... offered f01' the machine, Big Bend was dnlled through -a ._ I~"-" ' th 
~ Iitae -- ; and Lewis Tunnel through " hard sa~dstone WI, 
T'!IIe! 'IIIOald 1Iate' .0) . The failure. therefore, of the dnll at LeWIS 
~~ not bave meant its failure at Big Bend ; and the second --Il... there, with the death of the steel-driver as a result, 
--- _ lIOIIible and may have occurred . 

., T· ••• III ••• 



I, nn effort to nccount lo r the discrepanoy between the t r 
And ihC pOILI I r report of Henry's ~eath as a result 01 the e~~~.ony 
conte t, the theory th nt the steel-driver met his death in some ~~ng. 
wltY at the tunnel . nd that the report 01 the event became Cantu her 

' tl, th at of the eoutest throug h oral transmission seems Sed 
w, ., t th t rnOr. 
probable. It leads to an IIlqulry as 0 e ac ual conditions 

b 'It Under which the tunnel was UI . 
The testimony is ~ighly suggestive but inadequate for a full Under. 

standing of the tragic Circumstances at Big Bend, as becomes in. 
creasingly evident as one examllles the construction of heavy tunn I 
in Eu ro pe and America during the second half of the 19th centu~yS 
The startling number of casualhes from bulldlllg Mt. Cenis and th 
Hoosac tunnels 3) indicates the incorrectness ~f such a statement a~ 
that o f Jo hn Hedrick that none was killed III Big Bend. Miller's report 
that bodies of Negroes killed in the tunnel, along with that of a mUle 
were buried in the big fill at the east portal is much less improbable: 
Many of the foremen and o ther officials on the road had been in the 
Confederate Army. It was not always convenient there to bury the 
dead properly, or to advertise the casualty list as a means of keeping 
up the morale of the forces . That it was necessary to protect the 
morale of the Negroes at Big Bend and that those in charge were 
not always equal to the task can hardly be doubted. A brief account 
of the circumstances there will show that the place was not in the 
least inviting. Miller's statement that all the Negroes refused to go 
into the tunnel for several days on one occasion seems to be common 
knowledge in the neighborhood. It was the only detail the widow of 
Jeff Davis, previously mentioned, could remember at all distinctly 
about the construction of the tunnel when I visited her in September, 
1925 . • ) 

. ord hoff states that the laborers on the Chesapeake and Ohi~ 
~allway were mostly Negroes, ignorant, and " much crowded together 
In the tunnels. ') The number of such laborers in Big Bend during 
the two years and a half of its construction was probably about 1,000. 
The number lor. Musconetcong Tunnel was t ,000, ' ) and that for 
Hoosac, 900. ' ) Big Bend is about one-third longer than the former, 
~nd One-Ihi rd of the leng th of the latter. But the labor of Hoos.c 
Tunnel was "chiefly of the kind termed 'skilled labor' the underground 
w" rhr. being, for the most part, regularly bred ' miners (a lar~c 
porp<>rtu:," of Ihc~ ~ing of the very best o rnish miners) ."') Big 
Btnd wa bUilt With IRnora nt superstitious Negroes "much crowded 

ethtr" n th tunnel. ' 

-
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The (ol1owing lines, under the title HBig Bend Times" • . 
. pOlogies by • locn l newspaper about six month it) pubhshed 

~'Ith ~ptetcd ncross the state, was written presumabl S b a er the road 
"'a.:h< tunnel, .nd is the only published account fr~ ~han employee 
~k Bend known to exist: e .ns.de of 

Big Bend times now pass before me 
Tunnel scenes of long agOj , 

With the loose rock hanging o'er me 
More dangerous far than human foe.' 
DIlYs that knew no time of leisure , 
Days from working never free; 
When the hopeful dreamed of pleasure, 
When the tunnel through should be. 
Fancy hears the hammers ringing __ 
Sounds that now my dream annoy __ 
And the miners hoarsely singing 
'Can't you drive her home, my boy ?' 
Hears the bosses lOUdly swearing 
At some idler whom they sec, 
Who plainly is not caring 
When the tunnel through should be. 
What though looser roofs beset mc, 
Though down deeper shafts I go; 
Yet I never will forget thee, 
Number two, of long ago. 
And when railroad life is ended, 
Dh! what pleasure we could see, 
If we owned the means expended, 
That the tunnel through should be. 

That Big Bend was not altogether a pastoral scene has support 
from tht inside of Mt. Cenis. In that tunnel "one was almost 
1IIIOtbtt~ so great was the heat; the smoke from the blasts became 
10 !hide that the light of the lamps was visible no farther than a few 
Ilrps." The writer describes blasting there: "Suddenly an infernal 
- bunt upon us from the end of the gallery. One would have. 
u.s llut Itn thousand hammers were falling simultaneously on their 
... ,u A Iharp whis tling sound m ade itself heard above this clamor, 
JlltmDfl you to the very marrow." to) Clouds of "yellow smoke come 
""'"'" Ihrough the tunnel in such density and volume as to be 
JIClIIthtly pall1ful "") The inferno of t . Gothard was hardly more 

"A. Ihe work progre scd the temperature rose ilnd the air 
lilt" •• I.a.cd, IIlltll vi itors were rarely permitted to enter 

~ <If I~ ,~ r danucr of being In II ch an ntnt sphere, n .~d the 
(ItI I .... J<>b dlrd t 111 rnt of t II n "' 11th , Til scene," the 

__ ,;,'.,;Iic;:!:htod IUllllrl v.r w to r lllbl ' nil IlIi'rllo, "' 'II Il illg "bollt 

t I tl, Il lIItUII, W. VI .• JIll' . I, 1:'\74 . 
t bId. U" II, • 71 

.. II. I I. t • If. e • n <f. I rI' )(I, 1 7U. 
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24 (rom Tennessee. The last time he heard of him he 
\vaS a 11Cg~O somewhere in Kentucky." 

He 11 steel dnvelrblItOr Mr. Wall ace,IO) testifies to the sort of 
\1'aS' I con n J k 'th th 't th H AJlot ler ualifies him to spea W I au Or! y on e enry 

'<OCC Ihal q 
o.ptr'l 
'ogue : h vel ope rator or 'runner', and have heard steel drivers \ -Icam 5 0 

J aill a ~ II my life, and there are probably lots of verses I never 
.·,n JOh'l HenrY

d 
at be that every new steel driving 'nigger' had a new 

"leo 'fuse 0 
heard as ~hn Henry. 
,'erst to J ersonally knew John Henry. but I have talked to lots of 

J never P d'd J have been told by some old Rail Road construction 
. . who I . 

old tuners h Henry and John Hardy were the same man and by some 
lIIen that 1°':ey were not, but I believe that John Hardy was his real 
othtrs tha t Ily worked on the C & 0 Ry. for Langhorn & Langhorn 

~KU h ' . nltnt. bl fa drive 9 feet of steel faster than t e steam dnll could 10 
a~d wa~da ;unnel. Then later he was hanged in Welch, W. Va., for 
Bli ~ man After shifting out the 'chaff' th ink I can assure you 
murdenng a . 
th above is correct. 

e I have heard the two .s~ngs ~u~ g. mostly in the same section of the 

t tha t is West Virgln1.3, Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, and North coun ry , 
r. "a seldom elsewhere except by men from one of the above states. I,,04tOun , 
I uve worked all over the South, South West, and West, and have heard 
Iht John Henry song almost ever sjnc~ I could remember, and it was an 
old song the first I ever remember of It .. . 

This shift of the drilling·contest to Big Bend Tunnel satisfies 
Ibe ballad account of the event, but the belief in Henry and Hardy 
as the same man starts something else . The report , however, is 
purtly a .popular one, and it seems that the Langhorn construction 
rompany had their first contract on the road near Big fiend Tunnel 
in 18'», ") about a quarter of a century too late for the origin of 
the tradilion in the construction of the tunnel. Earl Smith, " ) who 
rontributes a version of " John Hardy", indicates that Mr. Wallace 
~ nol alone in identifying Henry as Hardy : "I think you will find 
Joh~.ardy and Henry the same man, under different names." 
•• .... !ecllOns to this identification of John Henry are too numerous 
~ '" ,nclud d ' h' \\IJ4 H e on t IS work . A good example of them is that of 
If<n a~es, ") of Kentucky : " I am telling you all I know about John 
~ to jo~asH a negro from the state of Virginia. He was not 
-. Itt! ",oUldo a~dy. He could lift a four ton car lift so much that 
~ C. , () I go '0 the ground up to his inkles. He was killed in 
On. unotl" M' H 

tr ~f Vtrgio,. . ' th ' 88 ayes has probably con fused the steel-
10, One of the lilte rs 01 Kentucky o r Tennessee . 

.., ( I ~.II., ( 
I (, I '. . hlrt. 10" W v. 

..... 'If I Talcott W V . . 
, . (11'1 tr"" 11(,11 J 'b # '1 , Ia(t thnt h,' furlli tt h d th ~ La ng ho rn ;;; 

~ 01 Q 'm th road" or Ihe e I end or Big Be nd 
j I tJ,t r ..... v. 

It,,< I I , nr . ), ) 

• 
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All example equally typical is that of C. H. Board U) 01 Vi '. 
" John Henry was a black man . He was not related to Joh ~utl' : 
H'nl and Mil ton Brooks was little related. He was frorn then tardy. 

I . d " t I " Sate 1 South Carolina. He dIed nvtng s ee : 0 
The confusion of John Hardy wIth John Henry is one 1 

problems in the Henry tradition . How well he measures up ~ the 
popular character of John Henry can be easily shown. 0 the 

Lee Holley of Tazewell, Virginia, who claimed to be 67 
, . rt · 1925 ff t years 

old when he made hIS repob' It~ .'thO erks ka s rong objection to 
such an identification, an 0 Jee IOn WI a Ie : 

I've lived 'round here all my life . I've been acquainted with the .. . ..amps 
in this sect ion forty or fifty years. I remember seeing John Hardy prttty 
often , and know all about him. 

He was black and tall, and would weigh about 200 pounds, and WI'S 

27 or 8 when he was hung at Welch over in McDow ell County. He WIS 
with a gang of gam blers 'round the camps. Harry Christian, Lewis R.hoda 
Copper Boots, and Ben Red, and Jim Mason, and others besides were Iii 
about as bad as he was. They were all loafers and gamblers, and robbed 
the camps at night often after pay-day. Harry Christian was hung for 
killing Bill Crowe, and most of the gang got killed sooner or later. 

My Cousin Bob Holley drove steel with John Henry in Big Btnd 
Tunnel. John Henry was the famous steel-driver there in buildmg that 
tunnel. I heard Bob talk about him several times. but Bob's dead now. 
He's been dead ten years. 1 know John Hardy didn't drive steel in IM& 
Bend Tunnel ; he couldn't because he wasn't old enough when it was built, 
and he didn't work anyway. He got his living ga mbling and robbing 'rouad 
the camps. 

That this account of Hardy is in the main correct is shown by 
newspaper records from that section on the occasion of his execution, 
January 19, 1894, for the "cold blooded "" murder of Thomas Drew., 
also colored, at Shawnee Camp near Eckman McDowell County, 
West Virginia, ea'r1y in 1893. His' conviction foll~wed on October 12th 
of that year. The hanging took place in sight of the jail in Welch, 
and hIS body was buried near the spot. ") Who Hardy was, or where 
he was from, IS not known . 

The real and popular personality of Hardy as it appears in his 
documentary, testimonial, and ballad record is that of an outlaw and 
robber, the Negro ~esperado around the con~truction camps of southern 
~est Virgini~ near the close of the 19th century, and has very little 
In ~~rnmon wIth that of Henry, the heroic workman . Their confuSIOn 
In al tradllton IS hardly a phenomenal matter ; the surprising thIng 

"l Montea V " W I • a. 
1Ij1)3 . Jail ~e~lln g Dally Regi,ter, Wheeling, W. Va. Od. I!, 
In a' d lll "ru'm~' The later reference Cx\, lains why Hardy killed Dre'!,~ 
woman. fi nd Ih~.n I ov~r a crap game: 1180 h were enamored of tht S, '$ 
'nvy w.". "l/r\l ftlt!tr I)rovlng- the more favored lover incurred HardY,t 
un Urew.," ' prl'tt"d f)f flllllnK out In the Kame to work vengtl11 
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f a while ballad scholars fOllDd occasion to add to this . that or 
n . .~ h 
conluSlOR dwine described his Jo n Henry as "not a real black man 

Mr. ~ chocolate color", and introduced a white man a SUperio; 
but mo~c 0 tom Tennessee, who, he thinks, was named DUffin and steel.dr~r th~ aid of bad ~nd staJe air, forced his champion ~ thQ 
who, ~his event, real or fICtitIOUS, may . have some bearing on the 
wall. b lief in John Henry as a whIte man from Kentucky Or popular e 

Ten~ssee;eports from North Carolina are definite on the question 
H w~,s color. Mr. Kelley") writes : "I have heard old men talk o~ute}ohn Henry that knew ~im . He was born in Tennessee and 

a as a white man . His steel dnvlOg buddy was Ben Turner. 10). But 
wh e he worked I don't know." Mr. Webster U) adds: "The contest ;' :een John Henry and the steam drill took place in the Big Ben T~nnel on the C. '" O. Railway ... He bet a thousand dollars that 

he could out do the drill, and did so, .but died shortly afterwards. 
He was a white man ." Mr. Webster f.,ls to say where Henry got the thousand dollars. 

Hazel Underwood, to) of West Virginia, reports the Henry tradition in her lamily: 

My father has often told me about John Henry. He says he was a 
man of about 35 years old, strong built, had muscles was supposed to be 
like iron. He drilled holes in the big rock clilfs with his strong arms and 
his two hammers one in each hand day after day. 

There is no mistake about his being a white man. Pa". says hi, 
1,,1 driv, Was made in the big ben tunnet on New River. father say. 
he has heard When he was a boy alt about him and learned the song 
Ohm he Worked in the tog tamps, but had Idrgotten it tilt he heard 
"'rl 01 lion a Record we have, it is just a part 01 it. Mamma and Pa ~,~ they can't believe this is aU. 
ThIS aecou t h . . 
lhol 1M n as a POpular rlOg, and someWhat less authOrity than Origi~a l r. Gregory, ") another West Virginian, who reports the "old 
'" a "'hsOt

ng 
of john Henry", and Who claims that John Henry J e man. 

Ia '~h~oberts, tI) of the same s tate, along with his account of Henry -----= man, represents him as doing something besides work: :'! Set "Joh 
,: /. 't f<e"" f1Hrdy~J, Phi J 0 lo g i c a I Q u a r t e r J Y I IX. 260 H. I~ bt • it at ttl?' ar'lsburg. N. C. . 

10. ,~~I In It, probable Ihat Joe Turner load something to do WIth 
" C II", 'nd j~h ill a White man and his conn ections in Tennesseo ? 
.. "14t ~'ndy k t OOOn , The Neg r 0 • n d Hi s So n II" s. p. 206 II. ~, .. 'I, I. hlnt,/~,~: A" "n I 10 .0 I 0 ~ Y , . 40lr, (/ I.if to rind,. tha: 'it." d., Ih,! In I" 0",,", .nd Jolonsonr, Irx t 01 "Joe Turner, .Ot ~, t1 Ihl". ft't(t "JUI' 11'1 't IlP(JO'tcci 10 hllvc been n ('(lnV,c ~ '" ..... ,,,, .. , '" 

.. , ,,"","'n'ilJ .. ' h',ltt'V fj otjplln f, MOIS-Flllt OIl N 
OJ (. ' "" 01 , «"lifo 't,'t,l\' W 

t!: .. 'AI U!jh . hilI ' "1I1/lltHr I,\prlllU' , Uf Vn 
,,1,. 'iWtdhlnct W V I 

• 
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21 
Joh n It t nry waS II wh itt man, an American born English b . 

til, wclghl --240 l bs at Ihe age of 22 .. The muscle of his arm y ..... !trth. 

h ro und Many limes have I secn his woman but neVer Joh 'l1. 
Inc «:1 II · .' I . n He 

I bul hllvc wo rked III the mlll es o r years with the old W I "'1 
ptrsona I • I I B'II C ski'll 
th t harpcncd tools for him by t l C name 0 I Y MCKenzie. in 

• JIi hn l-f enry was a native o f Virg inia and did actuall y kill h' 
o , I th C ' 0 R R ' 1111"" 

d ' in If steel at the BIg Ben tunne on e . !;It • • • In the 
nv ,.. . I k'll ' year 01 

IBn He was in thc penitentaary or I 109 a man and the Cont 
, i ' I q~~ 

got him o ut to drive steel. He was no re ~hve 0 Jo hn Hardy at aU 
I am ncar 70 years o ld, and I was a mmer for a great many , 

'C kl hC Yeo" in the Kanawha Valley at Pamt Jr~e ~ ter ~ e 'f' & °
1
,' was built, and 

t hll l is the place I used to sec 0 n eory S WI e a Itt Ie ugly heckl 
fa ce woman. She would come around the mines where the work wa: 

going on. 
Mr, McKenzie's widow " ) says s he does not remember that h. 
husband ever spoke o f Henry or his wife in her presence, The "f ... dc~ 
face woman", however, will appear se~eral time~ in a later chapter. 
She has va lue here only as a possible onfluence on the belief in John 
Henry as a white man a nd a criminal. 

The same belief is reported from Virginia and Kentucky, Harvy 
Hicks tI) writes : 

John Henry was a white man they say. He was a prisoner when he 
was driving steel in the Big Ben tunnel at that time, and he said he 
could beal Ihe sleam drill down , They told him if he did why they would 
set him free . It is said that he beat the steam urill about two minuta 
I nd a half and fell dead. He drove with a hammer in each hand, nine 
pound sledge", 
This is a popular report, and shows for Virginia more than an 
ind ividual belief in Henry as a white man with a past. That from 
~.ntucky is somewhat different. Mr, Barnell, " ) who claims a career 

workIng On raIlroads and 'round the coal-mines" says that he has 
. Iways heard that ei ther Henry or Hardy - was a' white man and a 
"ru ff 'a n" from Kentucky. 

Mr. Thompson, IG) a merchant, with contacts o f another sort, has 
~.rd of Henry and Hardy in Tennessee: 

ttlYina bu n born and raised in the state of Tennessee and, therdore, 
tl tuf" ('it'ntly close contact with the negro clement therc, it h.ppt'DS 

I I I have hu rd these l ongs practically all 01 my lile, until I left tlut 
JiW ,hi: )'ur . aao ... 

f havt tntn Inform d that John Henry was" true char.cter . 11 niht, 
• II rt w~ vocation w., cJrlviulZ steel during the con .truetion of 

.,.: f)I'I (1Ft,. 01 thf' ' Oulhfrn ,aUwI . I heard the J hn Henr sOilI 

J It '''d~ I ""eI John I tl rd II h • • IlwIY. h~(n m undC'rstandla, ,1\1' 
. , ,... • .. " t h _____ f in .rltltr I prnblbh I tr.ln robMr 

aauna htt hddrca of 
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2 bt dl understands the " western character" to b . 
tie "nd U C e a whit. 

""n. ther contributors, both of W est Virginia characte ' H 
Two 0 M Pt ·,)" t ' Tile ardy ·t man . r. e ers - can no say" about H 

,; a. "'h: l~at Hardy was a " whi te man lived in logan Co:n~r' but 
<\p l"n~ killed a man by the name of Vance 28) over On t~ ~IS 
state. R~'er in a log camp ." Dr. Cox obtained from a cert .. e ~g 
andy I' Hcurrent reportU in southern West Virginia "cone 1~ r. 

Walker a t h I f erlllng a H rdy who was a oug , a so oon requenter an outlaw d 
John rt ~ f thug. He [Mr. WalkerI t h ink s this John Hardv \~a~n 
a ~~ man and is s ur e that he was hanged later on fo r k ill ing a 
whl e. M~Dowe ll County or across the line in Virginia"!O) a 
man 10 j • H d H . 

In a few of the IT songs, enry an ardy seem to have rather 

cl ,vhite companions. A blue·eyed woman IS the apparent cause of 
os. I . tw . f "J h the outlaw's troub es III 0 versIOns a a n Hardy", one from 

North Carolina and on~, fro~, Kentucky , ~O ) . and the steel-driver takes 
lea\"e of his blue-eyed b aby 111 a Vlrg ll1Ia text of the John Henry 
;aag. " ) Althoug h questIons may be raised about thIS motif as showing 
• belief in the two ballad fig ures as white men, It fall s in line with 
Ibe testimonial data, and this angle to the Henry tradition can not 
be ignored . 

The race of Hardy has been determined by his identification as 
Ibe Negro desperado hanged in 1894 in southern West Virgini a, but 
his confusion in oral tradition with Jo hn Henry and a notorious white 
outlaw of that section must have an important bearing on the 1)'e1ief 
in Henry as a white man, and possibly as a criminal also. Hardy might 
well be the contact man. Mr. W alker reported a white John Hardy, a 
"sort of thug" , hanged fo r murder in McDowell County or across 
the line in Virginia, and Mr. Barnett has a1ways heard that either 
~e.ry or Hardy was a " ruff'an" from Kentucky. The identification 
01 thiS man is important. 

I. 1925 Ben Hard in was featured in a newspaper of that locality. 
Mr. Morton, a small boy at th e time of Hardin's execution, writes : 

Btn Harden . - many of our older citizens will remember this distin-
PlIhtd '. I 28 ~n [tlmlna who was hanged at Tazewell Courthouse on June , 

, fOJ tht murder of Sanderlin Burns who also was a Kentuckian and 
'It d,,,,, H ' k II cr, arden proposed to Burns to swap saddles in a bac a ey, 
~ B ' 'd I urn , how he would trade Burns replied to him and sal 

• ''''p JU I . th and . , a, thoug h you had none' ... t·larden left c scene 
f» IrJ ")I7t'" On and got a double· ba rre lled shotgun ... and shot Burns. 
~_ ... _a Indlctrd at th ' May term of the ci rcuit court , 1867, and was 

~)) .Y,J'I 
• , f Ifljf:rn, Il unhnlltoll , W. Va, h 

• I .. ~ I" .. 'bnry Ion wit h Ablll.' r Vtt Il C(" n Bnpli t pr(! ac ~ r, 
• p )t '"I,," Itl th" t rrHlU1i Cl' F 0 I k · 5 0 11 g.; 0 f t " 
.) )0.,. I 

• '"I d' • X II , ~ III 
~ I' III ("ull'l,tll .tmJ SlIlIlp I II N il h , ti l k !\ U II R" 

) "'ulhr,.. n t I .'~7 
.\ I # j " P r I I .... • It 
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tned •. TM jury brought in a vu did of gw1ty of !Uurdet 

d 
A ftV' uattocing H arden to be b.tnged the Judge -.L 

.gr... d h d<d 'If this ,_ - '<I 
be h.ad anythjng to ur. an e respon ~ .... 1:1 ~ d 
.ti o it would have ~en bc.tt~r fo r me and man y ~th~rs/.b) 

Two of these older cItlzens have made pertinent sta eme. 
the outlaw. John McCall, who " saw it all and remembers ~ . I 
were yesterday", says his name was J,?bn Benjamin Harden. as if it 
Spu rgeon who was also at the hangmg, states that he ,,_ I 

, d· II " d " ti -tnt b, the na.me of Ben Har 10 usua y , an was some mes called Jo . 
Hardin too and even John Hardy or Ben Hardy, but his ttal lut 
was }dhn Benjamin Harding." He remem~rs that Ben Hardi:~ 
a bad man "with long black hair and a WIcked look". Mr. M"-~ 

, d t " h· h " ' ,-"I remembers that the murderer ro e 0 IS anglng to a wagon Staltd 
on his coffin". They agree that the rope broke, and that h. hlll 
to be hanged the second time. Their account of his spectacul 
taking-off suggests that one might expect him to gain high place ~ 
the popular repertories of that locality. . 

This testimony has the support of the C I Inc h Vall e y N tw. 
and other newspapers of the time: 53) O ne correspondent becamt 
rather dramatic in his "Execution of a Ha~dened Wretch" .") " 
anything further was necessary to put Ben Hardin on the honor roll 01 
his profession, it followed in his ten-thousand-woTd " Autobiography", 
with a caption notable for its omissions : 

Autobiography of Benjamin franklin Harden, executed at Tauwell 
C(ourt] H[ou,e] on the 28 th 01 June, 1867, for the murder of D.nni.on 
T. Burns, the 16 th day of April , 1867. Startling Confessions! Boys, tlk, 
warning! Fate of the spoiled child , the disobedient boy, the roguish lad, 
the stealthy house- robber I the dashing hig hwayman, the daring horse-thief. 
the two faced friend, the unprincipled intriguer, the successful swindler, 
the heartless seducer of female innocence, and t he cold-blooded assassin 
of seven defenceless and unsuspecting victims. '6) 

. Nothing is known of Ben Hardin, except the events connected with 
hIS e~e~uhon. " ) He claimed to be from Kentucky, and was hang~d 
fo.' klllmg a man, not in McDowell County, but across the line In 

V<rgtnta. That he is the white man in the Henry tradition se,,"S 
almost certain, although others, such as the white steel-driver from 
Tenncssee and the " freckle face woman" cannot be entirely ignored, 
ccrtamly not in their respective localities. 'Yet in the nature of things, 
eVen a . t ' d n approx lma e measure of such influences cannot be rna t . ---

~
• ~ I un' r i e I d D a i I.y 0 i ~ p • .t e .h , Bluefield , W . Va., Aug: 30. 1~. , ' ~i/,hfulri Dall y VirgIn ia n, Lync hburg. Va., ApnJ27, 186 · 

.. I I h 'oJ 4, 1867 . 
In I 7 I nd" ~u • II e y N e w S t Tazewell , Va. Copy of extra ~tiOI 
fW'" • lOn It f ,~(bc.nt to the execution of Ben Hardin. now ill .' 

M) f ()f th aln If und 1900. 
A ••• t lor r. tO~J~ ,re ord of Hardin' tria l, see John ewtoo HIflIOII, 

IWld in (, I, 0 II 11 I ! , II f'uU cr.ll: unt or tM oatllw III .1" fft) .,t,d, '11k" Itardln''. Phll o l oa ica l uart(rl f 
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gc of the f1cnry traditioll, as noted in testimonial and 
The • Id h . tnry accounts, s hou prepare t e way toward Its place of 

d . ~nu~n8ut unfortunAtely, several of the reports are too indefinite 
origin. , 

thnt score,.. . . 
on The (ollowlng IS an cxam~le . 

rca red in South Ca roitna. and there I often heard the colored 
I WitS ' . . . 

h·le drivi ng With heavy hammers, s ing thi s much of the song in 
mtO \\' t 

' . \' hich seemed to be the chorus: 
qurshon, \ 

'This is the hammer that killed John Henry. but can' t kill me; 
This is the hammer that killed John Henry, but can't kill me.' 

I heard olle man re late to another that John Henry was a negro 
• t (possib ly of the state of South Ca rol ina) who at th'3.t time was 

COo\'1C 
hif'td out to a quarry company, that John was such a powerful man a 
bet was made all him and a race was staged with the steam drill. The1 

drill beat him ten inches in a day. and that night John Henry died. 5i ) 

Another 01 the sort comes from Mrs. Susan Bennett: " ) 
Wish to say that there was a man of that day in making the big 

btu tunnell that whipped the steam dr ill down. J live in about 25 miles 
of the tunnell and it is as true as the song Pearl Bryant or Jessie 
J.lIDe5 or George Alley and you may write to the Bureau of Inform·ation 
u:d get the History of John Henry and his capta ins name. We have 
1 records of Johnie so I will close anti listen at him drive that steel 
OA down. 

In thi' case. however, I was able to visit the contributor at her hom" 
• f.,.- months after receiving her report by letter. and lound that she 

known about John Henry from the time Big Bend Tunnel was 
between 1870 and 1872. 

E1u.abeth Frost Reed. of West Virginia University. reports the 
following lines heard sung. in 1909. by Lewis Lytle. a Negro on her 
IlIb<r's lann at Flat Creek. Tennessee: 

"-bta the women of the West hear of John Henry's death, 
Tlltr w,lI cry their fool selves to death. 

10 1 Or 1001. Mr. Bonham heard of John Henry Irom a g rade 
by Ihe name of Surface. as truthful a man as he ever met, 

_:::~'! 'Orre oouble-Iraeking the Norfolk and Western Railroad . 
II! 10 ",ri.te. John Henry died after he had won the famous 

Id, IWt) IS-pound hamlllers. OIlC in caeh hUlld ." ") 
... , •• ~ •• ~raJ I, rr fcr I h .rd o f Ihe ·t 'c l-driver about this date. Mrs_ 

.., '1' '""IUt) I \IIntt' liM hll ~bnnd WlI S vcr mllc.h inter· 
Urftrr' I ckm'l kll w wh rc he !C I the John ~lenrl 

I ... In f h, Itf . \1 t U nJ N (' " J 0 urn a I , 
'J. t.r. J 

't r 'J e U f " .. I. I .1 n, 1.Ilor\l, Va. Jlln 10, 

t u' "", 
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3, 
hOW I ng he had known it. He knew this Song "'h 

n. r 30 go" B I McP k en I fi t him more th A" yenrs 8. ur ea ,tl) anoth 'It 
nit I.n ~ •• "My father learnt it from a colored man on th ere Kon. 
lu ro .i .bO~ 1 1904." Mr. Murphy, ") o f Vi rginia, fails ~ ~Qd 
" n Ih lng defini te about jo hn Henry, but about the year 1'lOO I rOW 
\)( .u 10 hear Ihe song long befo re talking machine ~ecord If" 

known In 11115 section." Mr. Ba rnett, ,, ~ ) of West Virginia s ay~ ~~ 
has been 31 yea rs since I learned the song of j ohn He~ry!' ' Mrt 

n" U) who e " lire, up to 1925, was spent In the West Virgo .. 
-, b · V II" d f P In" hills over in the rcen ner a ey , sen s rom ennsyJvania a t 

e ell o f the Henry and Hardy ballads, and states: " I do not remern~ 
Jusl the e act date I first heard the songs, but it was the colored ..... 
" rking on the const,:"ction of the Oreenbrier Division of the C. and 

. Ry. I first heard sing the songs. It seemst<> me It was about I89IJ 
or I ." Two vers ions o f " j ohn Hardy" III which lines of "Joba 
itenr)" appear go back to thi S penod. " ) These reports indicate a 
".de drcu lation o f the Henry tradition by 1900, and point to aa 
earher date of origi n. 

The same situation obtains for t he tradition in the last quart .. 
of the 19th cen tury : 

Joe W 11 so n , Nor f 0 I k I Va . In 1890 people around town here 
were liniing tbe song aboul John Henry, a hammering man, hammering 
ia the mountain! four long years. I was wo,.king in an oyster hollSt 
bert for fe:nerstein and Compa nY I and J am 66 years old and still workiDg 
for them people . 

T i J hie Fit 1 w ate r , H 0 s t e r man, W. Va. 1 have heard of 
m for 40 years, A old co lored man to ld me that John Henry was a 

colortd man, and he was ., cousin to him. I have ncver heard any oat 
1IJ1 thAI John Henry was any rcl ation to John Hardy, and I am sixty 
u,~ old 

• 

I 

II H Pop <. C II n to", N. C. Well I 'know of the song 41 yws. 
wcot 10 corgill 1888, li nd that song was being sung by a ll the 'oung 

I 1m n 60 YClr, of age , In those days I knew all tht words 
• .. , "'"II but Cl n' t remcmber a ll of the m now, but it was that bt 

.ad d.t ~llh the hammer in hi hand before he would be btat 
Itf'1 11(' WI I negro and a real mall so I w. ~ told. 

o r nt, "'II Or o f rh e N e w III ti e Record. N~w 
••• It. • The WIlt r • m iD In th 50', but at • bo ' and ulli 
• I lit, If ftm .. ",b('r Ihe U"V, th tur,,", and some of Ihe \ ' tl'itit 

, • .t ... , "f qullr. numb(, 'he nceroc f f()l1Y (-Ars 
.. Uu • It ru I ••• h('h} uf Ih(lr fI e 

It •• J t • __ V U f Ie ( I', •• H,)ml ",r 01 (' ro _asK 

"bI, I .t I uU'd I hut IIIrht n I .~ • huk bO' , II 

• • 
I .. • • I 

52 

~""i 
~tJl ... 
.... 1 

~ 
..... J ..... ... 
• 

-til< 
II 

willi .... -
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Shoals Canal in Alabama . 
Muscle d ' t Oft) 

NRY as I had hear 1 . 

HE Andy Anderson , Huntingt on, W. Va. About 45 years 

I printed this under the title JOHN 

I waS in Morgan County. KentuCky. There was a bunch of d k 
,go . t' d " ar eys t 

r Am Miss. to ass IS In rlvmg a tunnel at the head of S' C came r R C . Ig aney 
k for t he 0 & K. R ompany. There ,s where I first hea d thO 

Cree d"t t k t· . r " as they woul SlO g I 0 eep tme wIth their hammers. 
songjtSse Spar 'ks J Et.hel, W . Va. My father is 87. and he says 
it has been a song ever since he can remember. He says he has lfeard 
h" grandpa sing it •.. I am 37 years old myself, and I have been knowing 
itever since I have been big enough to sing. 

This testimony shows the Henry tradition widely diffused as 
early as the eighties, the . latest da.te possible for its origin. The 
introduction of the steam drtll mto railroad construction in this country 
soon after the Civil War marks the date before which it could hardly 
have started. It must, then, belong to the period betwer.n these 
two dates. 

Several of the reports connect the tradition with Big Bend Tunnel 
on the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad. George Johnston H) adds a 
fuller account: 

John Henry was the best driver on the C. & O. He was the only 
man that could drive steel with two hammers, one in each hand, People 
came rrom miles to see him use the two 20 lb. hammers he had to 
drive with. 

It seems that two different contracting companies were meeting in 
What is called Big Bend Tunnel. One had a steam drill while the other 
used man power to drill with. When they met everyone claimed that th.e 
steam drill was the greatest of all inventions, but John Henry made the 
remark he could sink more steel than the steam drill could. The contest 
Was arranged and the money put up. Jo hn Henry was to get )l100.00 to 
beat the steam drill. 

john Henry had his foreman to buy him 2 new 20 lb. hammers for 
tbt: race . They were to drill 35 minutes. When the contest was over John 
Henry had drilled two holes 7 reet deep, which made him a total or 
1.1. fect. The steam dri ll drilled one ho le 9 feet which or course gave the 
Pt,tt to John. 

h \lIhen the race was over J oh n Henry retired to his home and told 
~ "".fe that he had a queer feeling io his head. She prepared his supp~r 

f IIl1mtdlattly after eating he went to bed . The next morning when hIS 

~t a'WoJc.t and told him it was time to get up she received nO anSwer, 

.... ,11. Immrdiatdy dlJeovered Ih.1 h. had p.ssed to the ot her ~'orld 
h~ In th 0 r am Balhmore Iod " r n "ht I fl . body wal cx.mlned by Iwo rs. r . 

10k iIoadWl
• r"""d hi d<l,h w. ca used rrolll a bursted blood vesse l ,n 

'I r. Mr I hilld \ ~ b rll 
0\' 10. 1~7J , 
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The information I 'have given you carne to me through my g randf.lher 
He waS present at Big Bend Tunnel when the contest was staged, at that 
lime he \vIlS lim e keeper for the cr~w that Jo hn Henry was working Wjth 
I have offen heard him say that his wa.t~h s ta rted and stopped the ract' 
There was present all o f the R. R. o rrl clals of the C. & O. The crowd 
th.t remained through the race at the mouth of the tunnel was estimat d 

. d • . t 2500 a large crowd for pioneer ays. 
Joh ll I'!cnry was born in Tenn. and at the time of his death he Was 

34 years old . He was a man weig hing from 200 to 225 Ibs. He Was a 
fuU blooded neg ro, his father having come from Africa . He often Said 
his strength was brought from Africa. He was not any relation of Jobn 
Hardy as far as J know . .. 

Considerable verisimilitude hardly characlerizes all these details. 
The presence of all the officials of the road, with ? crowd of 2500, 
at the drilling-contest had betler be accepted as flchonal embroidery. 
But the purpose of this study is not to emphasize the tissue of 
falsehood in popular reports . Big Bend Tunnel was built by a single 
contractor, as will be shown later, but the "two different contracting 
companies" may well represent two crews of workmen. The steel­
driver may have had "2 new 20 I b. hammers" and used only one 
at a time. Two doctors from Baltimore may have examined Henry's 
body, but that they came to the tunnel for that purpose seems 
impossible of belief. His John Henry suggests the frontier strong 
man, who does impossible things. 

Pete Sanders, an old Negro, who claims to be from franklin 
County, Virginia, has lived for many years in Fayetteville, West 
Virginia, where with tales old and new he often entertains youngsters 
about town. Long years ago he learned an Indian war whoop, and 
occasionally, early in the morning or late in the evening, gives it from 
• nearby mountaintop. He says of Henry's connection with Big Bend: 

I didn't drive no s teel in Big Bend Tunnel. Uncle J eff and fleck did 
thoueh, and saw j ohn Henry drive against the s team drill, and died in 
fi ve mlnuttt after he beat it down. They said john Henry told the shaker 
how to . hake the s teel to keep it from getting Fastened in the rock 50 

he couldn't tum it. He told him 10 give it two quick shakes and a twist 
to mlkt the rock dus t fly out of the hole. 

ht I he.,d the IOna of john .1enry driving steel against the steam drill 
w n they Wert l Ull worklnr 011 the C and 0 It was all amongst us whtn 
I w •• boy Wh .' h tn we boy. there In Franklin Quuty worked on t (: 

".\."'"'' (It 1he ,.lIrOld ufl In JJoclhonll, ounty we clrried the loni 
""'" b, Itwrt Ind CI I d I b ' d Wt It ~ l iCk home wh~n wr wellt It WI$ the Ira 1111 ; .... «I4"'~::' bu. Ihry'vt' IUfr II I II to pi(,(,t Inti 8~'Il(d if. I helrd II 

la. ~ Q~ th .. m.thln~, but It 11,,'t nowly' Illce It u cd to be. 
r ",... I b,"d I unntl wu a ttrrlbl,.llkt place Ind mill! ... 

I'MI • loi.,... , .. u, 100 And tht, thrOWe-\! tilt dud mta and .ukt 
_ ,~ .. ., I y" I.a that lUI bcotween th, mountalnt Un If Jeff .ad 
ttw til Ud'" u ..... ·OC ... h" _hen I 'Ir,t (dmC' and hl' .huw~ ale' 

..... tile,. ., .. d to put "t.r,- the,. ,i,.., but ........ do It 

a 
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t him somewhere else . The dumper at the fill was the man th t 
and po . I J II 'd a 

d . 11 aboul ,t. Unc e e sa, one day a long slab 01 rock th t 
knowe I I II d k ' ll a down (rom the rOO C an 1 ed seven men. He said he seen ' 
~~~, and they put 'em in the fills. The people in the tunnel didn't kn~: 
where they went. 

Mr. anders, obvio~sly, would not be the first to object to the 
pular .ccount of bu,ldtng the Chesapeake and Ohio: 

po Kill a mule, buy another, 
Kill a nigger, hire another. 

The " extension of the railroad up in Pocahontas County", West 
Virginia where he and others earned "John Henry" as the leading 
railroad'song, is the "Greenbrier Division of the C. and O. Ry." 
where Mr. Boone first heard Negroes singing it around 1900. ' 

Erskine Phillips, editor and publisher of The Faye t teD em 0-

crat, at Fayetteville, West Virginia, is well acquainted with the 
southern part of the state from several years' experience as a surveyor. 
He says: 

I had a very interesting conversation with an old negro here sometime 
ago. He, Ben Turner, and his brother, Sam, are natives of Old Virginia, 
.. d migrated to West Virginia, along with hundreds of other 'niggers', to 
work on the C. and O. Rai lway. They both worked in the Big Bend Tunnel. 
john Henry was a powerful man, large all over, but possessed of the 'most 
powerful arms and should~rs I ever saw. Why! man', he said, Ihis arms 
...-u as big as a stovepipe. Never seen such arms on a man in my life.' 

'Could he drive steel the way the song says he could?' I asked. 'Law - -
I reckon be could . Make that steel ring just like a bell. But look here. 
job Hardy (he spoke of him both as Henry and Hardy) had a steel 
=r .Imost as big and strong as he was . Just the same as two men 
miDg. That man could turn the steel and hit almost as hard as john, 

H ry could. John Henry wouldn't let no one else turn steel for him .' 
Til< John Henry song was not the one that was generally sung by 

o:ul.drive". If Some one were hurt or .killed in the tunnel, the foreman' 
Id rell, 'All righi, boys, let's hear " John Henry" ' . The song had 
tiled of IObtring the workmen, taking their minds off the accident 
, rin2 order. 

" ,j ~ ling le ddail o f this report even slightly suggests that Ben 
.~~'Ift '('r taw ei ther Jo hn Henry o r Big Bend Tunnel. The 

· ·',uld hard ly call for the ball ad record of Henry's death on 
, >1. mean. o f "soberillg the w ,·kmen". when some .one f ,U-d Ih r certai llly no t in II tunllel Without un off'Clal 

Hell ~ I M." Y~r, 111 N gr of th c nll1Iunity. ~re sti ll 3fra~~ 
It"'''1 t til tunn I tel r n. Mr. P h,lII ps gi es tillS 

, ., I, '". 111 I'Hl li t' I trill olld Il urd bllt e\p lAills Ihat 
~t ~t I 

r. 'IIrt! I <t IIIf( , e llt on II . 

_""'_ ... ~. It, '" or th I • 1 /; 11 , '(Il rls hcr (uther without 
I ,e! "IJ t! "'"r .It w,th Ju ll" I Itnr (UII' "f'll.t 1111 

-) .... ". '''' 
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t/J 
T I He was a Negro and left a On. Dad says b., 

Bend lutohoe ;'orld Dad knows a lot about old timers • Th · tbt I 
hero 0 e . alf . e til 
was built in two and a h years: 

Sam Williams "> was not at Big Bend, but sa) . that b. b 
01 john Henry while the tunnel was under contruction: ~ 

I was working at Hawk's Nest, that tunnel tber< on • C 
when John Henry drove steel. with the steam drill at 8i s...d ~ O. 
down below there. People commg down tbe line told us about it. They,!: 
J hn Henry and Bill Dooland drove steel togetber. Tbat's what tb. 
1

0 
ever did see old john, but they said he was a big po erflll .~ SOot. 

n I am 84. I turned steel for tbe steel.<frivers. Wben I worked at H ...... 
Nest, I worked lor Major Randolph. • 

Mike Smith 60) seventy-three years of age when he made his ~ 
io 1925, had a somewhat wider range of expencnces On the road, lIId 
thinks there was such a man : 

I worked in putting the C and 0 Irom White Sulphur pri1\&1 10 1_ 
big cut below Kanawha FaUs. I worked a while with the urveyon, bot 
later drove steel in lunnels. I didn't see john Henry. I think Ihe .. wu 
such a man, and he drove steel. I bend about him when they were work, .. 
on the Big Bend Tunnel. They talked about him driving ted there, lid 
getting killed. 

B. O. Jones, ") a farmer of Albemarle County, Virginia, says that 
he worked the public roads in his neighborhood with "statute labor" 
during the seventies and eighties, and that at various times had in 
his gang Negroes who had worked on the Chesapeake and Ohio 
Railroad. Anrong them he mentions Tom Hill, Tom Carey, and Ned 
j ohnson, and says that these Negroes were continually singing " john 
Henry" . He remembers that Tom Hill often talked of knowing 
Henry at Big Bend, where he claimed the steel-driver died from 
sickness about the time the tunnel was completed. Mr. j ones says 
that he worked no statute labor after 1889. 

Mr. Logan, S!) a native of Wythe County Virginia says that he 
went to Big Bend Tunnel to work when he ';'as "betw~en 16 and 17 
years o ld": 

I drove sleel for Blevins lour months at the east end of Big Bend 
Tunnel before they got the shafts in. Blevins was a foreman ther<, and 
he Wt nt from Smyth County right by Wythe. 
11 remember seeing Mike Breen and jeff Davis. I didn't see Jobn 

enry. I dldn'l he Ih· Wh I ar any Lng said about a great steel-driver. 
tUllnel e~ went back to Ivanhoe, people would come in Ihere from Ib< 
had a an talk about John Henry driving steel with a sleam drill. Thtr 
IOna th',oyn". on it, and it was • whole lot longer Ihan the john H •• rf 

• l iD&, now. -----
~l BlutU,IdL.W V. Hlnloa w V· . 
" I I . .. 
.. 'Y,- V • . 

J. M . 

1870 
time 
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I hcnrd the song o rt e~ before Big Bend ,Tunnel was finished 
'. Breen and Jeff DaV IS were very conspICUOUS amon . 

J\h~~g Bend Tunue!. A full account of its construction ;h~~~d Workmen 
,t on the first page. They taught the Negroes there h menbon 
them days' work in one day . ow to do 
four,.'i/ M. Coleman, ") who was retired by the Chesapeak d . 

, . d t th '. e an OhIO 
Rai lroad in 1926 an pu on e pension list, says that he Was born 
in Bedford coudnty

t
, VIrgklnIa't anckd fsoon after the. "C and 0 was 

completed starte a wor a ra orce on a sechon of the J arnes 
R' 'er" and has worked at different places all along the I' . 

II , V · .. toe an 
Virginia and West IrgmIa: 

Dick Deans, and Aaron Bailey, and . Anthony Jones worked on my 
firSt crew, and off and on for a long time afterwards. They were big 
strapping Negroes from Campbell County, Va. They were always singing, 
~'hell they worked, and fJahn Henry' was their best song, they liked it 
the best. 

They worked in Big Bend Tunnel, and all of them said they'd seen 
Joh.} Henry drive. Dick Deans said he saw John Henry drive against 
the steam drill, bllt I don't reca ll anything he said about his death. They 
said John Henry was the most powerful man they'd ever seen, rawbony, 
and as black as he could be. 

These Negroes are all three dead. Dick Deans was working for m~ 
.t the time when he got killed on the railroad track. 

A large number of these reports connect the Henry tradition 
with the Chesapeake and Ohio, and all but two of them place the 
steel·driver in the construction of Big Bend Tunnel, built between 
1870 and 1872. Some of these witnesses have been employed at one 
tIme Or another on, the road but all of them testify to hearing 
elstwhere of john Henry, no't at the tunnel. The four following 
rtports were made by men who have long service records with the 
r",lroad, two of them being employees of the company now and one 
v, the. pension list, and w ho testify to hearing the tradition in the 
-tdlafe Big Bend community. 

Cal Evans ") who cooked for railroad people around the tunnel 
ofl and f ' d t ity on Or forty or fifty years, and who ha an opp~r un , 
',1 r~"re" to learn its early history, states that he heard the reports 
~ry I connections there when he first moved mto the neigh­

t: ' .nd hal heard them ever since. 
• ::.cx.tt ") I tatci that he wo rks for the "c and 0 people, 

I1rd wuh th m ill 1879". He says: 
... ~,.." I" ,I •• , out wr.ok In BI(1 Bend Tunnel In 1881. I heard 

Ih". 1I th, work til 'n I In8 John Henry th.t beat tn.
1 
s~ea~ 

, aacs I' .. hr,iftJ It tV r III t then on the: rOAd, but (on 
......... r t1 

v 
r II Ult 
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I remember how they talked about John 11cn ,.-, hting such ~ 

, fetl -driver, and I won't more'n a~ut. twenty year, old then. 2f 
Big Bend was fi rst arched wi th tunber, and John Hedrick Ita 

in the next chapter, that he had c harge of that work. Fall> in t:" 
tunneJ caused several wrecks the f irst few years after its construd' he 
and resulted in the timber being repl aced by a. brick arch, be:ginn'fn"' 
in the ea rly eighties. eli ) Evans, already mentioned, cooked for u! 
workmen on this job. Tom Wood " ) says that he has lived at S· 
Bend fifty years, worked thirteen years helping to arch the tunn~ 
with brick and is now on the penSIOn list of the road. He add 
"When wd were ~ rching the tunnel along in the ei~hties, hOles in thS~ 
headin!: were pollited t o as those j ohn . Henry dIllied. People he" 
in the neighborhood shll ta lk about healing j ohn Henry driving eel 
in the tunnel. Any nOise In the tunnel, i1ke dropping water, is liable 
even now to scare some of them." 

J. E. Huston is a telegraph o perator for the Chesapeake and Ohio 
Railroad, and is stationed at Big Bend where he has worked for 
the company since 1893. He was living there when the brick arch 
was begun, and remembers that the workmen often spoke of the hoi .. 
in the heading as being drilled by j o hn Henry : 

When J was a boy, we boys here in the neighborhood used to play 
steel-driving. We used sticks for ham mers and sang as we played, IThis 
old hammer killed John Hen ry', and so on. 

The John Henry story has been in our fami ly ever sin ce we moved 
to Big Bend Tunnel in 1881. My father worked for the C and 0 Railroad, 
and they moved him to Talcott in 1881. After we moved here I heard 
him talk with the people around the tunnel time and again about the 
conlesl John Henry had with the steam drill . 

My mother had two old Negro house servants, a man and his wife. 
who quite often spoke of the stee l-driver. They were certain that he was 
buried in the big fill at the cast end of the tunnel. 

Obviously the old Negroes are the best chro niclers of the Henry 
tradi tion. Like the exempl a o f the faithful, their tales are first-hand 
an~ have the force o f rea lity. That of William Lawson Oi ) is charae­
ienzed b~ marv.cls that hardly need excite distrust. 'He reports hiS 
aJ!< . a~ eighty-fIVe and the place o f his birth as Laudin County, 
V'TfC1n1a , where his rno'ther, 106 years o ld , slill lives. During the 
C!vll War he was On bot h sides first with the Confederacy and then 
With the Union, but regards I,;'mself first f a ll as a farmer : 
I I w. IIvinrc on A. S. Mas_cy's place up Fnlling pring Valley .... hen 
';fnt "..I HI" Iknd Tunnel in the 8pring. My brother Armstead was 1II1rtadY 

: It I .. ent If) him there and t tayed ItiJ time to t ut corn in tht f.U. 
t ... ~ the- ru' th 'I rlut tht' hol e: IhrouRh. 

, ... t .. ,d ..... I""R with John hrlJtlan and J hn Turner Us tbe' 
• I . Wd I dll.lv" \ Irrl UfI(tt'T Arm Iud. Ilc thowed me wh(rt to drh't 
• "'r,. tlyhtk 'UJIII the nat condo 

.. , r ... ''". '" v. 
) t ',..1..,. . ..., v. 
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Wh we met a dispute arose between the two sides about who wu 
ten n to drive a light hole through. My brother said he did, and­

the fl7 ~:: .,bout it all that evening. Next morning when we started 
the ~"IIS~gain they started the dispute again. My brother and Will Christian 
WO~ g from the ot her side) shot each other dead. Armstead said, 'Your 
(,':1111 was . I f' . . 't 110 bigger than mJOt I and they both Ired about the same hme. 
iU'~1 I~nhristian hit my brother right plumb in the heart, and my brother 
IV. h' • little 011 the side furthcr toward the middle of his breast. Both 
h.t .01 .., ft th of them \Vere dead In five minutes a er e guns cracke~. 

I was the first to get to Armstead, and turned him over. He fell 
on his face. Then C. R. Mason come. They buried him on the mountainside 
in a government graveyard. 

When the hole was put through there was a great deal of whmkey 
'n the tunnei, and thai's what started all the fuss. They fussed over who 
~ut the crowbar through first , but it was the drill. 

The hole had been put through three or four months when John 
Henry was killed . He was the: best steel·driver I ever saw. He was short 
and brown·skinned, and had a wife that was a bright colored woman. He 
was 35 or 36, and weighed 150 pounds. 

When J went there they had 11 steam drill in the tunnel at tbe east 
ead. They piped the steam in. They had a little coffee.pot engine on the 
outside. They didn't use it in the heading, but on the bench and on 
tbe sides. 

John Henry drove steel with the steam drill one day) and beat it dowu f 

but got too hot and died. He fell out right at the mouth of the tunnel 
They put a bucket of cold water on him . 

His wife come to the tunnel that day, and they said she carried hi s 
body away, I don't know. I never saw anybody buried at the tunnel 
nctpt my brother. They said they shipped some of them away, but I 
dHta't see anybody shipped away. I don't know where they buried Will 
Christian They didn't bury him with Armstead. 

The time John Henry killed his self was his own fault 'cause he bet 
:- man with the steam drill he could beat him down. John Henry never 

110 man beat him down, but the steam drill won't no good nohow . 
• ~a He.nry was always singing or mumbling something when he was 
f1crd . R steel. He would sing over and over the same thing sometimes . .... 

'Myoid hammer ringing in the mountains, 
4 NOfhine: but my hammer faIling down.' 

'oIort<i be. • Irtt 1 round thtr~ added on and made up the John Henry song 
RI~ kllJ d, .nd all the muckcrs sung it. "- .... "':'-011 ..... the bosl man at the tunnel. He was :I good.hearte:d 

• • l ..,. ..... I toua h man. tl t'd spit on you all the: time he 
1\r hi U 'fill t, tOn "'II nlmed lay Mason. 

t .... ,.,.:t~~i:1 r !duuln I this fir t-h3nd report Is certninl n t 
~ "" L- I{ M IOn bUilt Lewis Tnnnel OI) not Big Iknd. 

"l 
I ... tAme mad, filly or Ixlv 11111 .. _ V.ri, and wc.., 

' ••• I 
t I,. ," lU 
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AND OHIO Rl\ILW""'y>nuc._.", 

r rlll.1I b,,",s for the Henry traditio 
('1". R ilr<Md in We t Virginia required ~hon the (h~. 
I r .nd m chin ry together, if not Continu e e1l1Plo Illtni~ 
.n it- ronstruction from 1870 to 1873:. If ~~~ at least on Of ~ 
\' ~ done altogether by hand drills Or altogeth dnlhng on ~ 
rh nee for a conflict between t he two kinds of Cr by stean. lilt "'l 
tT ditlo!' c n have no real basis there'. That th wOrk Obtaillt\l, "" II 
for such a conflict did actually exist has more ~h~~Portt,lIitY, ~ 

In t.he second. half of the 19th century hand la'egelldary ~ 
widely In tunnelhng, and In some cases the h bor Was S 
exclusively.') Steam drills came into fairly gen a~d doU .... 
quarter of the century. particularly in heavy tunn~~a Use III lilt ~ 
nd America . On the Mt. Cenis Tunnel they We Ing. both ia ~ 

1 . 1861" d . d re Put "to ~ ful dUTlng ,an remallle to the completion of lit .... 
years later. 2) Their next successful use Was in the HI u.... .. 
where the Burleigh drills Were introduced in 1866. J) ~!IiIf; 
were introduced into the Nesquehoning TUnnel, with mar~ lilt" 
From 1872 to 1875 the Ingersoll drills were employed with the-::; 
compressors successfully irr building the Musconetcong T1IIIIIl, 

About this date hand drills and steam drills lVere brought .... 
on several lines. Notable among these was the Cincinnati ~ 

ith twenty-six important tunnels. In some of them hand .. _ 
used In the heading. and in others Oll the bench, supple •• Wit 

tam drills. ) In actual practice, of course, the two types of", 
r employed together wherever the steam drill was trial .. It Iln I JOg dUring its period of development, a halfocentury ar-: 

T °lr u e together o n the Chesapeake and Oh.o, at -: • 
DCI~'c:en I 10 ilnd 1873, is shown by the testimony o!.~ ... 

r f th C nfederacy who is better known as ..-
' ' ... herebe--"lIlro.ill~ J . lround liinton, West Vugln.a, w 

til rCJ)ort '" eptember, 1925: 

~ I Ulllld till th~ N'w York ad c.n~ ... _ 
N r lh C'Jrohna RlltWIY • ...,,,, 1 h fr(1I 0 2 I Mouat 

II. II " "I' (170. lIS. nb ~. }." 
.. U .1111111111 • doa~t 18117), 

" I 111:.11""(' 
, I 
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H says that there "are undoubtedly SOme 'lligar versions of 
hert. ~ • n r y in circulation, but nOn. has ever fallen Into my net. 
Joh"l thfuJly say that the fOllowing stanzas contain the only 'low. 
I ",n, ,0, have ever heard On john Henry." >0) Th. foUo",;ng are bi down 
first two : 

John Henry had a little Wom~n, 
Name was Ida Red. 
John Henry had a little womlD, 
She sJeeps in my own ~_ 

Old John Henry w.as a railroad ml.D, 
Washed his face in the frying pan, 
Combed his hUd with the wllon whul, 
Died with the toothache in hJS heel . 

He probably reeards the .. stanzas as lat. adaptation, not ba icaJly 
• part of the Henry tradition, and as weU his third example whIch 
il IIIIICb Jollier. He might have added at least three oihers of equal ..r.e from hi, 0W1I ~xts: 

J .... Heuy told his woman, 
..... ....,. did as J pl ...... 

Sloe IIId, 'If '" ... witJI that alh., botch, 
I will 8Dt let ,.,. _ 110 .... .' .. ) 

JaIat "-7 .... • little wom .. , 
,. .. protI)' .. ... ........ be; 

.....,.. ,. - CI/)Jodbt ... 101 to ber ; 
...., <WrJ _ aile _ . U) 

.. ,.,. .. - pretty little dresa? 
,.,. w_ 10 1Iooe1' 
........ nilrOld_. 

' ...... _ ia tIoe ... .' '") 

....... tile rdroact ..... were IocaJ merm.ata of • 
... -. jf Doi both. of them • Santa <Mus; 
'WIAIIII - to iodica~ at ~aat that she was ~ 

Ida ClOIUIection. his confession of faith in leX ...... Heary>': 

.. J 0'. H. Dr Y _tlia. excell.at sYlDbolis1D frOID the 
......... I han kept a Witch for such vttSions, but I have 

.. -. How ... r• Prof. Enrlislt B.gby, 01 the ~partlD.at of 

... u.wenlty 01 North Carolin., t.lls m. th.t h. h .. t.lk.d 
.. 7 ;tea: -110 definitely interpreted J 0 h n H e Dry in terms . ). 

~ 'f~'~':;'~' P /4011. t I,' p. III. 
I ~.p.J" 

... Ito. 



1''' h ~ I'' 
11 11 Ih ~ 1 

11 \ 1,1.' " (I Ion 
II 11110 li l~ " . 1, 

48 

pI b Iv 10 be ahl 
n' 01 his I. Is 

.I ""n II n .. , lI arl • 11111 . wll 
Who w r ~ ii t f'i I rnrn f" U). 

10 evo l"al. ohkeli, 
nlal n8 Ihese lint. : .1 

ssihh' "Si t Cl rn
ll 

III ans on I. hard C fil , and he has il llt 
Ii I on " , h olribnl r, of ourse, is Ihe only ' "Ihorlty ;~r 
th "t "tl hut he, H~ the clitor, an ans\ ler onl for himsrlf, 'nol f(\; 
Ih olh r IhC\ussocl singers 0 1 the same "erslon, If the " drill" " 
mtl pi 'f i t el", " driving steel' '. and "bn .king steel" ha e PI'f\;dlan 
\ . Iu . In possible oonneclions, as his ps chologist would seem In 

nlz , h allows \10ne of them . uch a bearing in his work, 
~ 'hil t Dr. Johns n insists on speaking " tmthlnlly" , one ma ask 

in vi \ ' of 11is handling thus such materials, how hilly he realized 
that "J h n H e n r y contains excel1ent symbolism from the Freudla. 
point o f vie\ " . His answer, though it hardly seems necessary, Ii 
vigorously expressed in his review of Roark Bradford's J 0 h. 
Hen r)" a more re ent treatment of the Henry tradition ; 

nd now Roark Bradford has written a book about John Henry <0 .' but 
not the John Henry of the legend. Hjs is a jazz versionJ so to speak '" 
Th old John Henry Wall a tragic, almQSt a sacred) figure. He symboliztd 
man versus the machine. This new John Henry is a tragic personality l~ 
but in so far as he symbolizes anything it is man versus worn_ "). 

Dr. Johnson had explained earlier that the word j a z z deserv •• to 
he d the list in Negro song for the " act of cohabitation". <0) Oae 
thing at a time and that done well must he the rule for his jo\I8 
Henry, the good man hero who did nothin' but work. A "parior'" 
hero o f the good old days when a leg was a limb and cold haIIdI 
meant a warm heart. Parson Weems denied his Washington ... 
Marion less. That it was not neees .... ), for John Henry, wMJeq 

Iebrated for bolf a century by the "lower" tenth 01 back alleys ... 
ton truction camps, to borrow his sex from the upper crust ~ 
no proof. 

In h ndlinK dialect, Dr. Johnson • ..,ms equally aulhonllti 
ufltctent IIIu tr.tion of his SlI<:cess in the field is his trea __ 

f a "bat whet'l turnin'" as a "corruption of Big Bend Tuud·} • ..,.. 
, npLoD Itoo that a "roouooo dialect proouoci.tloo of 'twIMI' 

DCI'" ") Wbtlt • "1»& wheel turuin'" mijlht mark a ~. u""" (>, the babd corrupt. I prefor to rqard it •• ~~5~ 
... ~ .. lit"" Tu_I", without lhe oece 'tv of lindiee a . 
• bo -.!" .... '~'. .or be . to 

... II<>u .. ..atwd' J u Iln tl 0 r Y 
Iud 1M ~ .. ) "" he 

" .,,' I .. < • 



349 
10 

In the field o f popular literature as Welt th . 
011 is too evident from statement; such as' th e InnOCence of Dr )ol~nS, H a r d y came On the scene, only a few e fOllowing: "Wh.~ 

) 0 ~ 'r y remaincd in general circulation in WestSn~tches. of J a h n 
Ii e s 110 data to show that he had made a tho Irgl~la." U) He g;"~)Ohll Henry" in that s tate for the last decade ~~h InVestigati"" 
o the occasion when ~')o hn Hardy" came On th~ s e 19th century, 
or Ihe basis of matenal 10 hlS hands at the tim ~ne. Moreover, 
and without serious objection, that ")ohn Hen;" ~ ~tght have 
Sf" ~lIough to escape complete confusion with ")oh Ha travel/ed 
ar d b °t · uJ t · . n ardy" whe the latter balla egan I 5 CIrC a Ia n In Oral tradition a d th n 

have been sufficient for the point he .apparently Wa~tedn to ~~:O~~ 
"explanatioll of the mi xed versions of ) a h n H a r d y h' h 'c 

d" WK 01 has faun . 

His statement that the "author of ) a h n Hardy t h 
'" mus ave beell familiar with the structure o f ) a h n Hen r y for he cast h' 

product in exactly the same mold",;o) is made without giving IS 

evidence that " john Hardy" had the author. The observed fact;;; 
their structural Slml/anty hardly settles the mattcr of individual Or 
multiple authorship fo~ one Or both of the ?allads. " "john Henry!' 
del'eloped by stages, 'required mo re time 10 the making" " ) as he 
supposes, why does he find it necessary to a.ssume the ~ uthor fo~ 
"john Hardy"? Does he contribute anything by such an addition, 
without reference, to the earher statement, "les deux chansons se 
trouvent etre d'une structure analogue" ? ") This statement allows 
the possibility that the two ba~lads derive their structural pattern from 
a common source, that "john Hardy" had its origin in West Virginia 
although when it "came On the scene, only a few snatches of j d h n 
Hen r Y remained in general circulation" in that state, or that the 
author of " john Henry" wa-s familiar with the structure of " john 
Hardy" for he cast his prodUct in exactly the same mold. . 

The separation of the two ballads is, perhaps, the best thlOg 
Dr. Johnson does in his discussio n, and that is not altogether satis.­
factory. His materials and methods are hardly sufficient for his COne/usions. 

With two tunes of " j ohn Hardy" from white people and sever:'" 
of "JOhn Henry" from Negroes he proceeds thus:" J o hn Hard>: IS 
~11l1plt, deliberate alld puts on~ in mind of the convention:'" Enghsh 
"'Mod ' . faster - l Ung by the white mountain people. j ° h n Hen r y 15 , 

: IT.ncopated, and is much more typically Negroid than j a h n H a r­
,/ <OJ IJoubtlessly the tunes and rhythms CJf his examples a~ 
,~h.t dIfferent but they are drawn too largely from phonograPb ·~Jtd. "" ' . 'tl ' provenlents y I.... , J tile tudell ! " lid oth er salOl ts, WI I 1m d 
lilt rdll(Ir II ' f' . t I. e nlllch value, an It " IIow lJIg pages wI/I show, o lav 

,-- t /I I II • 'J It i S I fl · "104 . 
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Ii f the two ba llads does not tak~ properlv into 
such trea tment Of Ne roes singing uJohn Hardy " and· Whit aCCO"t'lt 
file frcque l1 c~t 0 both ~vi t h notabJe racial va riations and ofte:~ PtO~I~ 
"John Henr~ I ba llads in their performances. a. mil(. 

tu re of thebl ·S~~~S a tune of " John Henry" from RObert Mason 
He pu I • bo ' II- more ways th f I who ick his twelve-strIng x In . an a arTTler ca l~ P I JI 61) and another from Leon R. Harns, a rambler Can 

whip a ~~ e .' " rai lroad g rading camps from the rea t Lake who 
has 'd

wor 
e d '~rom the Atlantic to the Missouri River" who S hto 

FlOri a an f d hi'., h I,e worked Ital ways aun someone IN 0 COu d and " '0 Id \V crever uTh. " 
. f John HenryH, and who say,s, e. son~ IS. Sung to many it; 

sing 0 t and hardly any two singers s ing I t allk",." " ) s.,ch': 
air o r unc, th th b .,. .~ t sl·gnificant and show more an e POSSI I Ity of W-L por s are , f t f t ..... ". 
ness' in conclusions based o n a eWhu nt r~Pthresen a Ive uneS'

f Dr. Johnson, moreover, agre~~ t a ~ very .essence 0 the "'"' 
song is its fluidity, its "daptablil ty to vanou s kll1ds and lpetdi of 
work", and that a "wo rk song tune ca nnot be reco~ with .... 
lute accuracy". btl) In his earher diSCUSSio n, he notes th~ In

con
.,...., 

of the singer : 

When the recorder 1hinks fhat he has finally succerdtd in IettIIa • 
phrase aown correctly and asks the singer to r~eat it . . .. ~r ofte .... 
that the response is quite differen t from any prevIous rendlhon. RI'II. 
for further r~petition may bring out s till oth-er variatiolls or I retara II 
the previous version. Again, after the notation ha~ been made fr •• 
Singing of the first stanza of a song, the collector may be chalriled It 
find that none of the other stanzas is sung to c ~acUy the same _"}. 

He adds in the next paragraph even g reater difficulties for tilt 
collector in recording "group ~inging in its native haunts": 

He cannot hope to catch by eaf alone all of the parts •• and thm .... 
undoubtedly six or eight of many of these songs __ that go into the ....... 
of those rare harmonies which on ly a group of Negro worken CII 
produce '" He must be contented with securing the leading part of tilt 
song and harmonizing it Jater as best he can. 

These explanations seem to place accurate tunes of the two balladl 
beYond the reach of Dr. Johnson. 

Whatever he may think about the Original authorship of "Jolm 
Henry" and "John Hardy", he will hardly deny that they have bee_ 
through the seasoning process of group. singing "ften with an ex. 
chlnge of units from one to the other and co~fusions with otMr 
lOng. of l imilar rhythmic technique with shifts in the "six or eighf' 
P.rt~f(Jr different occasions. resuiting in first one pan and tM' "n: t r holding the lead. A member of such a group or anv otMr 
::: ftj" C:~~~.e only one of these parts at a time ~ in the cost 

• CION<UOr •• nd mUl t harmonize "it la~r. bed he Cln", WIth 

~I tbld • p. I~ 
~ I::: :: :C: ' p. 1711. 
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the possibi lity o f echoing the group o r various roo . 
f nl" of the s ng. That aLi such solo ists g ps In the several 

:h: s;n't lending' part fo r their renditions I • Or ~tcr groups, take 
Th t the origilHLI 'I Jo hn Henry" and II Jo h IS ~ remeil y doubtful. 
h~Ugh this process without modification ,n ardy" CQuid come 
~Uows. therefore, that if one succeeds in b:~ng~~U~IY doubtful. It 

llmples to s how tu ne and rhythmic differenc ~ oge~her enough 
~h~), \\i ll no t be sufficient for the o rig inal Chara~: Inf !~elr survivals, 

d annot establish their separation. rOe two ballads 
.n th . " I Furthermore, Clf angina separation on th b . 

tune \'llriations ignores too much ball~ traditi~n asllrs tOh f current 
H rd " 0 J h '. . e author 

Of "John it Y. as r. 0 nSOn inSists was fam'I ' . h 
f "J h H " d t· I liar Wit the structure 0 0 n . ,enry an . cas .hls product in exactl the 

--Jd in all probability he copied hiS " j ohn Henry" t Y I same 
~ , . Ii P 'b une a so or 
rather that of hiS pa ern. OSSI ly th e author was One of ~. 
group of baUad.~sjngers who recognize on~y one tune for thei: e~~: 
rtpertory. Possibly the author, or some singer, transmitted th b \I d 
as I " ballet" without tune notation, and all extant versions

e 
d a .a 

Th ·b·l·t· enve {rom this source. ese are POSSI I lies. 
Weaknesses along such lines in the material on-which Dr. Johnson 

baSCS h~s .separation of ItJo~n Henry" from H~ohn Hardy" place 
. thtsis 10 an unfavorable light, and no great Improvement of his 

a5lt an be made from an examination of his tunes themselves. That 
dlty do not represent the fuji character of the two ballads requires 
80 furth<r explanation. HIS methods, though, of obtaining them 
I ... " an importance, and they are well illustrated in his example from 
Odd! WalJcer, his Chapel Hill authority for "John Henry". 

He p~nts two examples of Mr. Walker's singing the first stanza 
01 I "'lIte version of "John Henry", ' ) with tone and rhythmic 
nria S, and fails to say which of the perfonnances is the correct 
__ Pouibly he asked for the second singing of the stanza and 
IaiIed to obKrve that his soloist had changed drinks. Possibly he 
IIId oaJ one rendition, and as editor harmonized "it later as best 
........ 't'\'ertheltiS, he gives both examples as 'egroid, and uses 
.. to .how • dIfference between the two ballads . 

.. fad, "" mu have su<:reeded in getting at least three per. 
.. cos by Mr Walker, as lines 3 and 4 of the tlrree printings 
If., fInt IUnU of hiS \e,..ion show: " ) 

fot he'd 1ft tht" learn dnll ~al him down, 
OK _kI hammff In hIS h,n'. 

A.' f h<'d k. the tnm-dnll be.t him down, 
LW .. ,1ft' III ban' 

k I. tu ... dnll he.t him do" n 
au m mt" I ta h h.tft,j 

11 •• , I' 
0." Jvh. II ... , 
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Possibly these specimens, with their several tunes, are fast 
cop-ted and "much more typIcally NegroId" than h·er, 1llo" 

syn " J h't I A IS (IJ h Hardy" examples from w I e poop e. . pparently he published 0 n 
\XI Iker's version in two other places, WIth further notable variar Mr. 
I'u~h practices must of necessity affect the evidence dr.\V~ont··) 
his texts for atny purpose. ~ 

My request in a recent note on j 0 h n Hen r y ,") fOr COrrtcf 
by Dr johnSO~ of a series of misrepresentations in the test. 10.ns 

. B' B d T I ' IIll000ral data h< published from the Ig en unne. neIghborhood has had 
no answer, and by way of throwrng SOme hght On his methOds of 
handfing such matenal a few of them ~y be pornted out Inor, 
full y" One can easily understand that the shghtest variation, OO nscio 
or otherwise, in these field reports would ,~ave. ~ignificant resu~ 
under his system of classlfyrng them as poslllve, negative, Or 
indifferent" tesllmony. ") 

That of Cal Evans he presents as follows : 
When the tunnel was under construction he was a youngster, not quite 

old enough to take part in the work. He thinks there might have been, 
steel driver there named John Henry, but he never saw him Ilnd could 
remember nothing about him except what he hea'fd later. He stated that 
\Viti! \! the story might be true he was inclined to believe that it was 1101 U). 
Dr. j ohnson would have no great difficulty in classifying this report 
for johu Henry at Big Bend Tunnel as "negative, or indifferent", 
but if it is to have any bearing on the connection of the steel·driver 
with Big Bend, and on the larger question of his real ity, something 
more definite might be expected from Mr. Evans. One would like 
to know why he failed to see john Henry what he heard later, 
when and where he heard it. After investig.rting the Henry tradition 
there, one wou ld' certainly ask what story -Evans doubts the truth of. 
Does he doubt the truth of the story of john Henry driving steel 
rn the tunnel, the story of his drilling· contest there, the story . of 
hlS death as a result of the contest or the story of his body beln~ 
thrown into the big fill at the east' end of the tunnel? Or does he 
doubt the truth of the story that HenTY's ghost is still driving steel 
rn the tunnel ? 

Like many of the older Negroes of the community, Cal Evan', 
~ccord,"g to hi s Own statement and that of his wife, followed the 

hesapeake and OhIO Rarlroad into that part of the state. He was 
a natrve o f Albemarle County Virginia worked first on the road 
near WhIte Sulphu S·" t ' gton i th r prlllgs, West Virg inia tater nea r Hun JR I 

t~e rC uw~~tern r~ rt o.f the state, and around 1875 began cooking at 
m.rri~d n ouse '" Hrnton, eight lIliles from Big Bend. In 1876 h< 

a WOIll.n of Orange County, Virg inia. They m.de their home 

") Ih rSo uth ' W Til 
C. ~ JOhn",") p '.fan rOJ,klm.n, LV I, 159; Ebony a nd oP "! A. m r r I . ' ',,' , 0 1 II II e n r y p Is:} .. I" hil t: : : r)' J) ~ I":i.th 

I VI (Dc ' t 1(30), ' 144 if . 
• bJd,p.]7, ' . 

l' 
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· H'nton where Mr. Evans continued COoking t t 
,n 'I 'nrchi;,g the tunn el with brick was begun in tha he r~undhouse 
untl he moved to Big Bend to cook for the Wo k e early eighties. "') 
Then . t "f th r men and re . h He had nO oppar um y, erefore to see J h' H mamcd 
t t err ill building the tunnel between 1870 and 18720 n cory drive 
S " His contact with the tunnel for half a century· d . 

t h t· f J rna e It po' sbl for him to l ear~ e sones 0 ohn Henry there , and his :so I , e 
f telling them IS a matter of general knowledge in th prac~lce 

o b· t t th rt e commUnity Althougl; he 0 Jee S 0 ~ repo s of HenryJs ghost drivin st . 
· the tllnnel and of Henry s death as a result of the d .11. g eel 
III 'I· b d n 109-contest "hat he really be leves can e un erstood only through an ac· • 
\1' . . f h N quamtance 
,"·Ith the man. He IS one 0 t e egroes at Big Bend generall k 
' . f J h H t · h Y ·nOWIl to be afraid o. 0 n enry a mg t, - - not that he admits it of 

course," but thiS fact must not be overlooked in reporting his distrust 
of the ghost story, and of any other part of the tradition, such 
as Henry's spe.ctacular d~ath from the contest, which seems to him 
to contribute directly to It. He says that he saw, when the rai lroad 
was being double-tracked in the eighties, a human skeleton unearthed 
in the road bed over the big fill at the east end of the tunnel where 
the dead from building the tunnel were reported to be bu'ried at 
night ; OS) but he objects to the skeleton as that of Jo hn Henry. He 
acrepts, however, as factual the reports of Henry working in the 
tunnel and his contest with the s team drill . 

Verification o f this explanation of Mr. Evans can be made at 
Big Bend with no great difficulty. W. M. White, " ) a student in 
West Virginia University, who since he was a small bo.v has had a 
camp on Evans' place, about a hundred ya rds below the east portal 
of the tunnel , where he · employs Evans to cook for him during 
several weeks every summer and where he has listened for hours · , 
In the evenings to Evans' tales of Joh n Henry, says that Mr. Evans 
will not go alone at night to the tunnel , and that in going at night 
to Talcott, a small village just above Big Bend, he paddles hIS boat 
up Greenbrier River in o rder to avoid contact with Henry's g host. 

Mr. Evans is much less courageous than Mr. Anderson, the Negro 
kttper Or care-taker of the tunnel who has what people in the 
nttghborhood ca ll a " pension job" . ' O n my first trip to Big Bend, 
~ the fall of 1925, I saw Mr. Anderson pushing a wheelbarrow 
~lIttl With rubbish out o f the west end o f the tunnel , and called to 
J'~ from the cmbankmenf fifty feet above and asked if he had see~ 
~I " Hcnry While he was o n the inside. He answered, with a goo .:;:'0 I.ugh, that hc had no fai th in the stories of John Henry, 
~ tdYi d 001l11l John lied rick , the man he regarded as knOWing 

lid In thr Ilenry fradi tion _ 

~) J 
'" HI It Mill .. , • .,. th:.t Rig Bend TUlinel .,tt,'t ',ullt Ih t Ih t" "rllilroad Olllpony 

II I "~" It l IhlY o f SU nllII (' r ll .. ' 
~ k.U~' 17, 47 

.~ ~ " V. 

caved ill during Marf;' 
was forced 10 3 rc~ i r ~ 
QUlltv, '\X' esl 
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. ·t f 1~ 
M A derson explained how, 10 Spl e 0 the local fear f Ii 
t r'h ' nhad taken charge when he came there more t~ tnry's 

ghes J b efo re He had had his most exciting experience 0 an thirtl 
YearS e . h· . I Ab n Walk· 
h I t he tunnel soon after IS arnva. out half the d. Ing 

t raug I H d .. t I Ista th gh he had heard john enry rlvlOg see. , and had exp . n", 

so:~ difficulty in waiting for a cl~ser acquaintance with th~n~nctd 
d ·ver · yet he had been able to discover that what he heard t .. l. 

nter'dropping above the roof of the tunnel. " ) "as 
wa It soon became clear, however, that his. stories of john Htnr 

ere confined to the death of the steel-driver as a result of Y 
w d f· th, drilling-contest and the subsequent escapa es a his ghost arOlind 
the tunnel. Mr. Anderson beheves that a man by the name of John 
Henry worked in the tunnel , and seems to tI)lnk everybody else should 
Like Mr. Evans, thoug h, he was not at the tunnel while it Was und,; 
construction and knows only what he has heard about the steel-driver 

As respects the Hen ry trad ition, Evans and Anderson are both 
" positive" and lInegative", but perhaps would cause the c.lassifitr 
no great trouble. They accept certain parts of the tradition as factual 
and regard certain other parts as Hstories". The investigator, therefore' 
who has a use for their beliefs about Henry must be on his guard t~ 
avoid misrep.resenting them, as seems to be the case in Dr. Johnson', 
report of Evans' testimony. 

The same explanation can hardly be made in the case 01 John 
Hedrick. " ) Dr. johnson says that Mr. Hedrick "did not work On the 
tunnel". The reaction of Mr. Hedrick to t hi s statement is about what 
one might expect from a Confederate soldier alter telling him that 
he was not in the Civil War. Mr. Hedrick insists that he began with 
the first gangs at Big Bend and stayed on the job until the tunnel 
was finished . He quotes Mr. Hedrick as saying, " I did not see tli< 
contest myself, but I heard the men talking about it right after it 
took place." He fails to say where Mr. Hedrick was at the time of 
the contest, or where he heard the men talking about it. And it. i. 
unportant toknow the meaning of right after it took place". Followmg 
thiS expresSion 10 the testil11{)ny, Mr. Hedrick speaks in terms . of 
rears, "?t In te~ . of days or hours. Mr. Hedrick, however, cla1ms 
hat ~hlle the drllhng-contest was taking place inside the tunnd he 
~:i~ i taking up. ~im?,e~" to be used for arching, and hear~ He~ry 
. ~ ng and driVing In the contest. Dr. johnson is also mISlead"" 
~ hIS I~rther statement, "Mr. Hedrick could not say whether John 
dl~n~l~:ed after the contest! although his impression was that he 
w-th Mr. Hedrick IS qUite delinite On the point and does sal 
~rm:tP~~iJ. that He~ry did not die immediately a fier the driIling· 
rtft~ i.o II I' the POint On which Mr. Anderson mentioneQ abO\~ 
lOr Htnry~· ~~Ick IS authority in dispos ing of the factual ba~ 
IIIIm_eeI MVo t1 In th~ tunnel. If Dr. j ohnson had .ctul . 

r . tdrlck, II he etms to uP<'ct the ",ad" to b<bt'" 

.. ) 1ft p J1 . 

.., J ••• ",.". P 40. 
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. I' he would have. made a different .report. Mr. Hedrick and 
p?ss,b u hters family with whom he lives In Hinton, West Virginia 
'us. dllt~t the inte.rview was ~t held. . ' 
clilmor. Johnson, of cOll.rse, w111 have ,hiS own explanation for these 
. aneies in the teshmony he published from Big Bend. But he 

dIS";;P r1Ily find it necessary to expl atn why, after quoting Neal Miller 
WIU ~ the word "contest" for Henry's drilling.contest he states 
,- ustng th t M M'II " ' , th following page a r . I er never spoke of the episode 
00 e ntest but as a test )} J 69) or to explain the variations in his two 
aP ti ~s of Mr. Miller's report, the third and last of the series I 
pn~1 :xamine in this study. . " . 
sh The first pnnhng of thIs pIece of testImony IS easIly accessible. " ) 
The second is as follows: 

This man, known as Neal Miller, told me in plain words how he had 
come to the tunnel with his father at 17, how he carried water and drills 
for the steel drivers, how he saw John Henry every day, and, finally, all 
about the contest between John Henry ,and the steam drLlI. 

'When the agent for the steam dnll company brought the drill here,' 
said Mr. Miller, 'John Henry wanted to drive against it. He took a lot of 
pride in his work and he hated to see a machine take the wOfk of men 

like him. 
'Well, they decided to hold a test to get an idea of how practical the 

steam drill was. The test went on all day and part of the next day. 
'Joho Henry won. He wouldn 't rest enough, and he overdid . He took 

sick lnd died soon after that! 
Mr. Miller described the steam drill ;n detail. 1 made a sketch 01 it 

ad later when I looked up pictures of the early steam drills, I fOWld 
his dtscription correct. I asked people about Mr. Mille r's reputation, and 
lk1 .11 said, ' If Neal Miller said anything happened, it happened.' 71 ) 

The first three quoted sentences of the second printing have nO 
1IW parallels in that of the first. The fourth quoted sentence of 
tlot ItCOnd is a statement of fact, and differs materially from the 
C(lIOIod sUltment of this fact in the first printing : 

tit. fiT he test lasted over a part of two days." 
Tltat'lad: IIT.he ttst went on all day and part of the next day." 

0/ an Important differences in the facts stated and in the form 
~t. The fifth and sixth quoted sentences of the second 
...., i.an 'tateme~ts. of fact , and statements o f these facts ~re 
0/..... ~ f"' 1 printIng; but the two printings show no slmllanty 
lot ~ Tbt: levtnth and last sentence quoted from Mr. Miller in 
.. ,......., PflntonK I also a I I.temenl of fact, but differs from the 

foe .~"i qUiJ •• tIfJO ,, ' th firsl printing : 
... _ ....... M .. I rrmtmbtr .. h. took lick and died Irom fever oon 

~ ~, t ' , 

_~_.:..'I1c..... k '.4 ~I .. I _'I , U., Ihll." 

1:~.·.IIr.r r. P 11 
. .. '~P to H 

blll r 'WI, (f.b :n, IfllO), IIIrlch, III VI 
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The quaJified statement of Henry's death Hfrom fever" . 

becomes an unqualified statement in the second and thn 
the Ii"t 

• J e caUse 
death is omitted. . . . (If 

These are notable dIscrepancIes In tw", printings of th 
report by the same editor. Does he mean to offer the li"t e salllt 
second printing as the correct testimony of Mr. Miller ? Perh~rs the 

' has a third version not less correct than the other two. U Pt. he 
. h thO n II he designates the authentic one, owever, no tng can be done b ' 

of testing jts keeping with the facts as Mr. Miller claims to knoJ't:'Y 
The materials Dr. johnson uses seem less important in his h '111. 

than his shifting point of view .. In" 1929 he prefers to believe in'~~: 
reality of john Henry,. but IS . not "rev?cably . wedded to this 
position". " ) In 1930, Wlt~out addlt~ons to hIS b~bhography of 1929, 
he is convinced of Henry s, reahty, .S) and for hIS stronger POSition 
relies heavily on Mr. MIller s testimony, the only one of the series in 
question reproduced in this connection. In its second printing he 
prepares for his sweeping conclusion I>y the addition of new in. 
formation such as j ohn Henry "took a lot of pride in his work" 
Hhated to see a machine take the work of men like him", and "wanted 
to drive against it", and I>y a general toning up of the report by 
om itting expressions such as Has well as I remember". Moreover, 
he changes the quoted statement, " If Neal Miller says it happened, 
then it must have happened", H) to a stronger one, " If Neal Miller 
said anything happened, it happened". 

If Dr. Johnson toned up d ata for a stronger position when he 
became convinced in 1930 that Henry was real, in all probability he 
toned down the same data when he was " not irrevocably wedded to 
this position" in 1929, possibly because he was not fully divoruc! 
from his earlier spouse, his mythical Joh n Henry of 1926. ;.) 
misrepresentations of Evans and Hedrick weaken their testimony 
Henry's reality : those only slightly affecting their evidence affed 
negatively, and some of them are more than slight. He 
succeeds 1O tak~ng Mr. Hedrick out of the picture, and yet the 
of Mr. Hedrick s correct report is about equal to that of Mr. 
the man he sets off as his important witness, his "One II18II 
the mountaIn. of negative evidence!" ;') a mountain of his OWD 
!~rough mampulallons under his system of classifying Held 

POSltlvt, negative, or indifferent". After aiding all aIOIIf 
t"'"ctard such a consummation, he admits that one can 
eVI enee "lean either way". ") What was his pu_ iii 
method? '''-

II On. I .. um.. that Dr. johnson in 1929 Is n:::= 
J 0 h n Hen r y, capitalizlni the wld~ diStrust' of t 
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f8 
IIberntely da",nillg the sleel-driver's reality wilh f ' 

,OI,tf ~~hl rind 11 01 " lillie influence of the mythical charact~~t raise, 
he 1I11~ d kllOW 01 course, that Dr, Jo hnson before mak' 0, 1926, 
fl , wo

ul 
1927 I,nd examined the report of' another inv,nf. h,s tnp 

III jlllle, I a ~"" lIenge 10 hi s myth, and mighl find Ihat hes 'gator al 
I tllllnc, b bI ' I ' , e meanl to tIC I ' Ir,"l1p cn rd y pu ' s ling a report In conflict A tt In)' liS . ", , n a em pi 

p follow "'111, th ro~gh an ""POSlng hne of manipulalions, would 
to 1I " ln iely 10 Ill S test,mony from Neal M,lIer his "0 
lend II II f t ' -d" J ne ma,n , I" 1II0untain onega ,ve ev, ence! Possibly he understood t 
Agal"S .. ' I If' 1 ff' " a Ihe IheorellcD va ue a a sing e a ,rmatrve WItness on a ' t 
1,"51 WI tl h'I' , , Pain 
f disputed fact, "y', ,en~ w ',e JO'IIIng the Talcott chorus in 

o , s of Mr Miller s rehab,hty, d,d he destroy his testimony? D"d PraISe' Id ff h' " ' 
,e believe that one man cou a, ect 'S relatronshlp to his mythical 
I e? When he became convlIIced of Henry's reality in 1930 
Spoil S " ' b'bI ' h f 29 ' , wilhollt addihons to IllS I IOgrap y ~ 19 ~ dId he abandon her 
lIogelher? Should one regard such Impitcatrons as less obvious? 

a The hypothesis, at any rate, that Dr, johnson deliberately set 
oul 10 destroy the evidence f or John H,enry as real Would possibly 
hOl'e to take into account h,s changes 111 " Jo hn Henry" texts, and 
Ihey can have no positive be,aring On the ?,att~r, other, than of course 
in so far as they eVIden ce hIS w,der prachces 111 estabhshrng a thesis, 
Aad unfortunately, his earlier "objective studies" show the same 
cul~ral practices as regards first-hand materials, On one page in 
Ihe first part of the book in which he created his mythical John Henry, 
be offers the following lines brought more nearly up to date: 

Ooin' 'way to leave you, ain't comin' back no mo', 
You treated me so dirty, ain't com in' back no mo'. 

Where was you las' Sattaday rugh!, 78) 
When I lay SIck 111 bed? 

He adds as source "songs gathered two decades ago" and published 
11 iDother volume: 

For I goin' 'way to leave you, ain't com in' back no mo'; 
You treated me so dirty, ain't com in' back no mo'. 

Wbere were you las' Saturday rught,,, 
When I lay sick in my bed? ) 

~ UIl~ro\'td pet,men, fa ster, s ' ncopnted, and "much ,more 
, trrOld", Uflil t wh t ne might find in his work If he 

::;QIatj::--.s~. . I be equa lly ~pctifl c n t his sources, It w~uId , be­
... kll<IW IU t wh t hi 11 cti n was befo re hi first 

"'~tl • ""we \ tt, hr )., III ,I rcdcw of Roark Br3dfo~'s 
""Dr , Ihtr h tr. tn 'ee lne' fav mtt menc:; 

lid pm". n rr ItrW \ MIJII I b twcen Ihe L'O\'ers 

• • I 
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I~ 
olle novel than it would in fifty years of notmal folk g 
Wh at conclu sion then, does Dr. johnson expect from a ">wth.".) 

, t th j h H · reVIew his OWII work ? At leas e name 0 n enry In version A of 
Cox's "john Hardy" should not have caused him the trouble O!f Dr. 
inquiry. ") an 

The methods of Dr. johnson seem clear enough and ° 
not urge an ulterior purpose on his part. That set forth in his

ne ~eed 
to j 0 h n Hen r y will take care of his work: " I conceive my mPrt ~rt 

. d d · t ISSIOn to be t~ bnng together an cot"or ilia etas mufch actual folk material 
as possIble." That hIS appara us, as se up. or such a purpose, is 
1I0t sufficient for handling hlstoncal eVIdence IS too obvious and ° 
need not ask how much of his collection he regards .as "a~tual fo~ 
material". One need not emph~slZe hIS faJl~re to dlstlllguish between 
folk materials and direct or fIrst-hand teslomomal data. His dtsbt 
perhaps, to avoid dullness should be taken into account. He s!a," 
in his preface that he is "not one of those who believe that folkloft 
studies must be dull in order to be . . scientific". Yet he can hll'dlJ 
maintalll that hIS methods are SCIentif,c. 

He renewed his investigations in 1927, with the question: "II 
this john Henry tradition true? I do not consider this question 01 
any great importance." " ) In 1929 he concluded that the "qwsIiaI 
of whether the john Henry legend rests on a factual basis iI 
all not of much significance" . OS) This position is about wbat 
might expect after examining his methods, and ample ch:orac:terill! 
of his efforts in dealing with evidence for the existence of 
Henry. Why he steps aside to exploit such evidence when he 
that it is already in the hands of another investigator is less 
Whatever his full purpose may be, his manipulations have 
destroyed the evidence of Henry's connection with Big Bend 
and the larger matter of Henry's reality. 
. . At all events, in discussing the john Henry tradition Dr. 
IS Identified with two points of view, the mythical of OC<GIfIl 
the Carohn as and the factual of Big Bend Tunnel in West 
The former he shares with Dr. Odum, and while ostensibly 
act of abandoning it welcomes Carl Sandburg to their camp. ") 
latter, and the material for it, he seems to regard as his -
property, and with marvellous liberality by way of invitatiolll III 
other researchers, and analyses for their guidance has handled it 
Wlt~ gr~at humility, and to the satisfaction of ev.,rybody. II) \VIIeI 
all II SOld and done, however I must insist that he "doth but roi_ 
the truth totally." ' 

.. ) The N a I ion Oct 7 193 I 
II) J ohn it I '. , IItf'tt 

1 nUl of Dr C C ,II r y, p . 60 (n) , He quoles on the preceding pa,e "i L b ox. A, With five improvements .. 10 :." It • n d Top. I (.d. . S. John~on ) , p. 50. 
•• bld t~lr,Y, p s.c . 
• ) ( • JJ . ., --w 

I • It " ... ".Id T h /l CI L ...... ~I ... d J I, U f "_I XUII .... r • III d 0 r T rid Ilion. ARt· 
I' (,In.1 Mill r Ii. '10':" ft L C. \\'imbc'rh. fol k ~ S' 'I, 

n y. ~I, I' 41Hf ,. 
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:zo e Is fo flu-ow more light on the j oh n Henry tradition. 
MI purpoS, .d sufficient aHention as a sacred thing. I shall take 

It hA~ f1 lreu1>:tsl grenter vnriety and wider diffusion, and present a 
Hlta 1'ct.'Oun ; mnterinl showing its connections with Big Bend Tunnel. 
,.rger hotly 0 has faken care of its purely negative aspects in that 
Dr. )ohnSO~' I can confine mysel f mainly to the other side without 
lo"lify, a;rd for people who never saw or heard of th~ steel-driver. 
undut"', reg enr in this work as a human bemg

J 
superior of COurse ,t, wli ' a~t~out the common frailties of mankind . 

but not \VI 



THE JOHN HENRY TRlIDITION 

The John Henry tradition is widely diffused and belongs to 
folk, to the lower tenth, t o bums or gods as ~he T.eader may like. tilt 

f varl'ety or intensity. The tradition IS something lit may pre er, . I I of 
. d . t both smacks of the luxunous y e emental, a p~.' . an 
'" ex a , '11 ' f t '1 • ""Iglolls 

I·t articulation of what ml Ions a 0 1 ers struggle t 
rea I y, an d db' h 0 ex 
press, on and off, in and out, by ay an y mg. t It is not a tale' 

b II d a song: it is all of these and more, a hVlng thing and ' 
a a a , d "J h H" 'as such cannot be fully presen~e. a n enry ., now available in 
nearly a hundred variants, 1). IS the best expressIOn of the tradition. 

Mr. Brown, ' ) who contributes a. text of the ballad, writes frol11 
Shanghai, China, that he has heard It In many places: 

I've heard the song ;n a. thousand different places~ DIgger extra gangs, 
hoboes of all kinds, coat mm ers and furnace r.n en, fiver and wharf rats, 
beach combers and sailors, harvest hands and timber men. Some of them 
drunk and some sober. It is scaltered over all the slales and some pi"" 
on the oulside. I have heard any number of verses cribbed bodily from 
some other song or improvised to suit the occasion ... 

The opinion among hoboes, section men and olhers who sing Ihe song 
is Ihal John Henry was a negro, 'a coal black man' a partly forgolt", 
verse says, 'a big fellow' an old hobo once said. He claimed to have 
known him but was crying drunk on 'Dago Red', so Pm discounting 
everylhing he said . I have mel very few who claim to have known him. 

There was a giant yellow negro wilh only one arm who helped 10 
pul Ihe Tennessee Cenlral Ihrough the mounla,ns belween Nashville and 
Rockwood, Tennessee. His name was John Henry and his thumb was said 
10 be as large as an ordinary man's wrist. He could pick up a length 
Of. the sleel they were laying, slraighlen up, turn himself complelely around, 
still holding the rail, and lower it back inlo place. ') I am not claiming 
tbis fellow as Ihe original John Henry . H" wasn't anylhing above th, 
ordinary with a hammer. 

This report shows mo re than a wide diffusion of the Henry 
tradition; it shows something of its character and raises the question, 
Who. was john Henry? with a possi ble answ~r in a "coal black man", 
a "b~fl fellow", or a "giant yellow negro" . 

. h; accou.n~, however, of the "giant yellow negro" alone offers 
I<lmethlOfl deflmte for a test on this sco re but he was a lifter, not , -

• 

,' ) A , • A PC ndl~ ond B,bliollrophy. 
' J fA 10 'i:"' of th U. . . Pitt burah. 
fA "It)"' 1 pi> .. bl la. k for a OUI1<',m n (lrovld~d thf rlil wi • 

1. ,,~, .• 'f UJr) C,H I ," hllf thl , til ,: \ttl II Itt h \'r dlffi(1lth an 
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. The large nUfl,ber of strong men, in one Wa or 

, , tcd.d~~~~~cted with the He~ry tradition, hnrd l justifies t\'Cn 
,"other . tI ' s lellow as the onglO,1 J o hn Henr . He is mOre like 
ransidcnng l~HII1 John Henry, colored", of Tnltcgn, Kentucky as 
Ihr I's t~n~ 'b common report . HThis John Henry it wa~ 'SRld 
hOractetlze I-rge hewn railroad ties nt n time in landing freight enrs 

. rl three .. f 1 '1 b I . carne 'cd a barrel 0 con 01 I o xes 0 dry sal t bacon :and 
1'0 ca'" d 1 '1 t h He a. f sn it ." ') T he reoor at S a sny o w many nm,s this 

bar",l, 0 d 
g man hn . 

s!rOn t Redwine reports another John Henry of tho t region, " New on t . 
mlln in some respec s. 

smaller I d .. h ' t· r h Henry the stee f1Vlng campion Wa'S n na ave 0 Alabllm(\ and 
)0 n Bessemer or Slackton. This is no doubt the mn" In quesiiol\ 

from neaf . d I h h d 
he died whe" I was Jusl a boyan . ave ear my unci. tell or hi ' 

" I ·t number of times. Ttle steel driver was between the ages of 
exp 01 s a I 1< d H 

d 50 Years and weighed abou .15 poun s. e was not a renl black' 
a~ . 

but more of a chocolate color. He was stra.ght nnd well mu ded. 
man. for several years Jo hn Henry worked around tht iron mining reglon 
of Alabama. later he became a steel driver aoo worked on the W estern 
, Atlantic, now the N. C. & St. l., also on the Memphis & h.rle.t n • 
• ow the Southern from Memphis to Salisbury, N. C. H$ rame os a , teol 
driver grew each year and he was in great demand on every CO llstruction 
job aDd drove steel on practically every road under construction during 
~. day. The Queen & Crescent was his last job. 

He was well known to all the old contractors and when he h.d 
fi.i.hed a job he would walk thru the mount. ins to anot her, if he had 
the time. He finally landed at the Kings Mounlain tunnel on the route 
between Danville. Ky ., and Oakdale, Tenn., where he worked until his 
duth. He drove steel for four years for the Cincinnati Southern ... 

John Henry drove steel with a ten pound sheep~nose hammer with a 
regular size switch handle fOllr feet long. THis handle was made s lim 
Itom where the hammer fitted on to a few inches back whe re it reduced 
:0 0", half inch in thickness, the widlh being five eights in this slim part. 
:,."os kepi greased with tallow to keep it limber and flexible, so as 

to jar the hands and arms. 

'Id ~~i~OUld stand from Hve and one half reet to six feet from hi> steel 
~ ,. With full length of his hammer. The handle was so limber 

'4"n:n it W hi ' f 
"" d"", as e d out s traig ht Ihe ha mmer would hang nearly hal 
III 0101, ;h He ~rove steel from his left shoulder and would mnke a s troke 
"'c\I m'kt

n 
nineteen and one half feet spending his I)owcr wi.lh all his 

~.., hi. h nK the hamlner lravel with the speed of lig htning. He would 
wOIdd bt ~rnmtr Over his shoulder and nenrly the full ICIIA'th of the handle 
'" kao... ~;nw hi '

l 
back with Ih· h,mlll er agains t his legs just below 

.. JOhn tt OU d drlvt! ten 10llg hourR with a never turning strokt . 
... up tn,y ('ould ,t folld 0 11 two I' wd"r cnn~ lind driv t" :1 drill ·q •• lly , • 

II r •• 1 all he could driv' it strAig ht down .... with the 
Joo.1 lk. 8 

• ltaiI. • t I Y viii , I n t., p r I." (a wrt' kly). Bcallyvill<, K) ., 

-----
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lame lon, .weep and rapidity of the hammer. He COUld &tan 23 
can with feet together, toe. even and drive all day nt'Ve ,d OIl .. ~ 

d . I •• . I h r nt1llin ..... "citr He WIJ the. I lce l fJV ng Cn.mplOn 0 t e country and his a .. &ttO\t. 
never Mc:n equalled.. recOrd ~ 

Thert wu a white man brought from lome point nta c_ 
. th Ki M· r OQuth p .• _ TenneJ'C:c, to work 10 e ngs auntaln tunnel who 'IN hlab\lfll:b, 

driver. J think hil name: was Dumn. They drove rtetlUin
i 

tiOOtJ 'tttl 
heading together. They were 10 fa.r under the mountain that t he ~Unntl. 
bad and rtal.. John H.nry thought the T.nn ..... man WOUldh, '." ..... 
hair down fir. t and became fatigued and fell . His last Word drl"t his 
me a cool drink of water before I die' . ThiJ wu before t~ wert to'lYt 

b -d t I I h t'O"pl'l~ 01 the tunn.1. He w.. ufle no ar rom t • South end 01 th n 
My Uncle Solomon ArchilulJ Knox worked with him for two and t tUll1ld. 
yearl . Thi. il what I have perJonally heard Irom my untl •• n~t boll 
old men who .worked there. The bert I reme mb. r it 101 .. about t8a)::: 
John Henry dIed . _.) 

At this point the account turns to the history of steam drilll 
with the statement, " At that time there were no steam drills ... aoi 
an air or steam drill dependable and servlcable for nearly thirty YtIII 
after John Henry's death" about 1880. Mr. Redwine Ihould ill" 
examined Drinke"'s work on steam drills and tunnelJl""O) pub\ls1Ied 
in 1878, for an account of the steam drill as a mechanlal trt .... 
long before that date, with its subsequent use in build I", lwlllellia 
Ken tu cky. The line "Oive me a cool drink of water before I till" 
is found in several versions of "John Henry", which I. the chroIIck 
of the drilling-contest bt1ween John Henry and the . team .. 
which is connected with a different tunnel as this .tudy .m 

Although the greater part of this report, 
adaptation or IOC<llization from the Henry tradition, 
workman either real Or imaginary a. in the case of othen 
mentioned, seems nearer fiction than fact, ') Mr. Redwine 
port of a wide belief in a John Henry of that reiion. Mr. 
writing from Florida, says: "John Henry wu • colond. 
was told by my g randfather that he was born In .. 
out a litt le ways from Mobile, Alabama, and that II till 
he did most of hi' steel driving, 800 TenneaMe." Mr. 
West Virginia, addJ: "My grandfather knew John tfeII7 

' ) I bid. , Peb. Ik 1029. 
') Ifenry S. Orin .r. Tun n ell I n II. E. P 

• n d Il 0 ( k I) rill a. Thl. work II relet,cd to 
I) While Mr. Rrdwlne'. leeounl 01 Ihc 

mu<h of Ih. a'JOd thlnll, II i. whit mit:ht 
"," """ .. hlni bettrr. and much nur.r (orrect _ If,,,"," d'lIwlna of hie hammer and mlRller 01 _._-, .. 
trl)JII'''' (,I th. weird ronl .. 1 I/I •• n 10 Jo~ 
.t .... 1 d"vt, rVr, h ndltd hi' hammer la I'" -:&. 
lla tly Nrw. W.llh." VI .• eb. 22 "'f .... " lilt /lk"wP'"'' .... t·. Jolul .... ..!- III J • 111"11 • --, 

'\ J .. "uhlnlll'.... rOf1 M' .... f'Ie. • t..,1 M, ..... , .• r .... n, 'W . VI. 
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T H E BEREA QUARTERLY 
(Ocrea, Ky.), 14 (October, 1910): 26 
(N. 3). - Two stanzas only; _ 

" John Hardy had a wife, a child, 
A wife and child had he; 

But he cared no more for hi s Wife and child 
Than he did for the fish in the sea. 

Hc'd play cards with a white man, 
He'd play cards with him fair, 

He'd play the hat right off his head, 
He'd play him for his hair." 

FRANK C . BROWN , 
Ballad-Literature. in North 
Car olina (repnnted from 
Pro<eedings and Addresses of the 
Fifteenth Annual Session of the 

Literary an d Histo r ical 
Association of North Carolina, 
Dec. 1-2, 1914), p. 12. Listed as 
found in North Carolina. 

IOHNHARDY. 
(Version a.) 

(Communicated by Dr. H. S. Green, Charleston, W. Va. He obtained it from 
Ex-Gov. W.A.McCorlcle, who says he has known it about twenty years.) 

1. John Hardy was a bad, bad man, 
He came from a bad, bad land; 

He killed two men in a Shawnee camp. 
Cause he's 100 damn nervy for to run, God damn! 
Too damn nervy for to run. 

1 John Hardy went to the rock quarric, 
He went there for to drive, Lord, Lord! 

The rock was so hard and the steel so soft, 
That he laid down his hammer and he cried, "0 my God!" 
He laid down his hammer and he cd ed. 

l. John Hardy was stancfjng on my right-hand side., 
.. The s~ee l hammers on my left, Lord, Lord! 

Before I d let the steamer bea t me do wn 
':d die with my hammer in my hand, by God! 
I d die wi th my hammer in my hand." 

4 J~llIdY 'Nal I tand lng a l the djcc-room door, 
'Lon drunlc 1M: cou ld not sec, lordy, Lordi 
~ tome hh WOman, fivc dollars in hcr hand, 
\' "You COUnt John Hardy In tho ~D rne, God damn! 

Ou Wunt John IIltdy In tht 8:11110.' 

! '~~"dY ..... 1 10 PIoYi". In ' ho ¥"" or tIIrd , 
fir. pi' -'t tit n ... )',&. ho Itl cd, Lordy, Idf .\ • ,'" "'lk' td tll4ftu 11(" Iu • lIhuHOII(J bub, 

... fIIII", .. ,. I'U ... lho .hvt- uolmn bill pta ,h (;04.1'" Ii,. J'u _I UIC' .... ho blU r14, .. 

.... ' ... t,) U .. J.U I lU 
• , U,-d" . I tlhJI 
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Up slepped u Icucemnn, cutched him by the arm, 
Says , .. John Hardy t come an,d go with me, poor boy' 
John Hardy, co me an d go Wit h me," , 

7, Friends and rela tives aU standing ro und, 
Crying, .. John Hardy, ,what have you done, poor boy?" 

" {'ve murdered two men m the Shawnee camp, 
Was too damn nervy for to run, God damn! 
Now I'm standing on my hanging-ground." 

I Version b.) 

(Communicated by Mr. E. C. Smith, Weston, Lewis County, who obtained 't 
from Miss Maude Rucks, Heaters, Braxton County.) I 

1. John Hardy was but three days old, 
Sitting on his mamma's knee, 

When he looked straught up at her and said, 
"The Big Bend Tunnel on the C. & O. Road 

Is bound to be the death of me, 
The Big Bend Tunnel on the C & O. Road 

Is bound to be the death of me." 

2. John Hardy was standing in a dice-room door, 
Not taking any interest in the game, 

When a yellow girl threw ten dollars on the board, 
Sayin/c, "Deal John Hardy in the game, poor boy! 
Deal ohn Hardy in the game." 

3. J abn Hardy drew his pistol from his pocket, 
And threw it down on the tray. 

Saying, "The man that uses my yellow girl's money, 
I'm going to blow him away. away. 
I'm going to blow him away:' 

4. John Hardy drew to a four card straight, 
And the Chinaman drew to a pair; 

John railed to catch. and the Chinaman won, 
And he ~ft him sitting back dead in his chair, 
And he left him lying dead in his chair. 

S. John started to catch the east-bound train, 
So dark he could not ICe; 

A police walked u~ and took him by the arm, I 

SIY':t "John ardy, come and go with me, poor boy, 
John udy, come and 10 with me," 

6. John H .. dy', mlmma came 10 him 
" I' .Y .... .. John. whal have l;.0u done?" 

.. mur~ a man In a Ch c camp, 
And -I'm _ .. _d 10 be hu",. 0 Lordi 
And _ I'., .n_ to be h.",." 

1 , ... ....,.. •• bIOO ' llt ClUne 10 him • 
... _ta .... .... : nox=' .. - • bound tnIn, ......... ..... 1oo1aU._bo11 
- ......... .. ., 100 oU. 

8· 

9. 

4. 

S. 

6. 
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8 "I've been to the E~st ~d I've been to the West. 
. I've traveUed this WIde World round ' 

I've been to the river and I've been baptized 
And now J:m on my han~g-ground, 0 Lord! 
And now I m on my hangmg-grOllnd. 

"I don't care a damn for the C. & O. Road, 
9. And I don' t care a damn what I say-

J don't care a snap for the police." • 
But they let John Hardy get away, poor boy! 
They let John Hardy get away. 

( Version c.) 

C municated by Mr. Lee C. Wooddell, Durbin, POcahontas County who 
(omd 'f from Mr Ernie Wright, Hosterman, POcahontas County.) • obwne I . 

1. John Hardy he was two years old, 
Sitting on his mother's knee: 

"The Big Ben Tunnel on the C. & O. Road 
Is going to be the death of me, poor boy, 
Is going to be the death of me, poor boy." 

2. John Hardy went into a Wild West show, 
Playing at a fIfty-cent game: 

"Whoever wins my fifty cents, 
I'm going to blowout his brains, poor boy! 
I'm going to blowout his brains, poor boy," 

3. John Hardy laid down a twenty·dollar bill, 
And he didn't ask for change: 

"All I want is a forty·fous gun 
To blowout another nigger' s brains, poor boy! 
To blowout another nigger's brains, poor boy!" 

4. John Hardy went to New Port, 
EXpecting to be free. 

The detective patted him on the back: 
"John Hardy, go along with me, poor boy! 
John Hardy, go along with me, poor boy!" 

5. "I've been to the East, I've been to the West, 
And J' ve been all Over the world; 

I've been to the river to be baptized, 
But "m on my hanging-ground, poor boy! 
But J'm On my hanging-ground, poor boy!" 

6. JOhn Hardy had a pretty litUe wife, 
II. kept her dressed in blue. 

Whtn .he heard that John was dead, I 

"JOhn ff rdy. J've been true to you, poor bor.: 
Jr}hl'1ltlUdy, I'vt been true to you, poor boy. 

( V,-rrlo" Ii) 

..... r.J:r I~~ Juh" H Adkln _ IIr.n l ht..nd. l incoln 
--.& . an uld b.oJu.pu)'rr ) 

ounl , wh 
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1. Jo hn Hardy he was a desperate man, 
He roved from town to town, 

Saying, "The man Utat wins my money this time 
I'm going to blow his life away. ' 
And lay him in his lonesome grave." 

2. John Hardy was standing in the dice-room door 
He was not concerned in the game; • 

Rozella threw down one silver dollar, 
Saying, .. Deal John Hardy in the game, poOr boy'" 
Saying, "Deal John Hardy in the game: 

3. John Hardy threw down one half-dollar, 
Saying, "One half of this I'll play, 

And the man t1lat wins my money this time, 
I' m going to blow his life away. 
And lay him in his lonesome grave." 

4. John Hardy was making for the station that night, 
I t was so dark he could hardly see; 

A policeman took him by the arm, 
Say ing, " John. won't you come and go with me, poor boy! 
John, won't you come and go with me?" 

5. Every station they passed through, 
They heard the people say, 

"Yonder goes 10hn Hardy making his escape, 
John Hardy is getting away, poor boy! 
John Hardy is getting away: 

6. They brought John Hardy out before the judge, 
And bond they offered him: 

No bond was allowed a murderen man, 
So they put John Hardy back injai~ poor boy! 
They put John Hardy back injail. 

7. John Hardy' s wife went mourning along, 
Went mourning along in blue, 

Saying, "'0 John, what have you done! 
I've always been true to YOll, poor boy! 
I've always been true to you: 

(Version e.) 
' tten 011 (Communicated by Mr. E. C. Smith, Weston, Lewis County. ~t was wr~ it 

from memory by Walter Mick. Ireland, W. Va., who learned It from 
sung by peopie of his community.) 

I . John Hud), was a little farmer boy 
SittillJ On his father' s knee ' • 

Say. bo •• I roar the C. 4 O. R';'d 
Will be the ruination of me, poor boy! 
WiD be the ruination of mc.· 

2. John Hudy lOt to be • desperate man. 
Carried . plato. and I ru or overy day ; 

Shol a ....... Ihro .... lho hoclln a Chlncso camp. I 
".d you ....... 1 01 _. lhal nlgor .. 1 away. poor boY 
"ad yau ....... 1 01 _ . lhat . lger .. I away. 
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3. John l'I urdy:sSmPlhC,rru
h
" up to him. 

Saying,' on, W lal ave you done?" 
" I murdered a mnn in a Chinese camp 

And no w I' m sentenced to be hung, poor boy! 
And no w I'm sentenced to be hung.' 

4. John Hnrdy' ~ father went to ~he ju~ge, 
Suying, • Wha.t do y~)U th~ wdl be do ne?" 

Thejudge he answer with a qUick reply. 
" I' m afraid John Hardy will be hun~. poor boy! 
I' m afraid John Hardy will be hung .• 

5. John Hardy was standing in a clice-room door 
He didn' t have a nickel to his name; • 

Along came a yaller gal, threw a dollar on the board 
Saying, "Deal John Hardy in the game, poor boy'" 
Saying, "Deal John Hardy in the game.' 

6. John Hardy was standing in a railroad-station, 
As drunk as he could be: 

A policeman came up and took him by the arm, 
" John Hardy. come along with me, poor boy! 
John Hardy. come along with me," 

7. "Oh, who will shoe your pretty little feet, 
And who will glove your hands, 

And who will kiss your sweet rosy lips, 
When I'm in a foreign land, ~oor boy! 
When I'm in a foreign land?' 

8. "My father will shoe my pretty little feet, 
My mother will glove my' hands; 

John Hardy will kiss my sweet rosy lips, 
When he comes from a foreign land, poor boy! 
When he comes from a foreign land.' 

9. John Hardy married a loving wife 
And children he had three: ' 

He called to him his oldest son, 
Say~ng. ::Son, make a man like me, poor boy!" 
Saymg, Son, make a man like me.' 

10. John Hardy' muried a loving wife 
And children he had Utlce: • 

He cued no more for his wife and chi ld 
!a.~n lhcI lock l In the bottom of the seD , poor boy! 
I rill" the rock . In the botlol1l of the sea: 

" lI nrdy worked r r the 
huwncc '081 'ompany. and one 

pay-duy nlJh' ho klliod. man In' 
l Ull' MAlIll ~ ov~r u dispute of 
twe nly .flve ct'lnt Bcfort" the "/II " ••• n. h< , Id hi pl.to' on 
the •• hl(l, yina IU II, • OlW I 
•• nt you IU 1_), h('orC'l . tuu.l Ih~ (Inl 



336 

n ~c.r thut stoa1s III n Y from me, 
1 ",ell1\ to kill him .' About 
midnight he begun to lose, and 
dnimcd thut no C?f the Negro~s 
had taken twe nty-fiv e cen,ts o f hlS 
m ney. The man de med the 
charge, but gave h!m t!lC a ~lount; 
whereu p n he sn td , Do n t yo u 
know t hat I wo n' t lie to my gun? ' 
Thereu pon he seized his pistol and 
sh t the man dead . 

.. After the crime he hid 
around the Negro shanties and in 
the- mountains a few days, until 
John Effler (the sheriff) and John 
Campbell (a deputy) caught him. 

orne of the Negroes told them 
where Hardy was, and, slipping 
into the shanty where he was 
asleep they first took his shotgun 
and pistol, then they waked him 
up and put the cuffs on him. 
Effle r handcuffed Hardy to 
himself, and took the train at 
Eckman for Welch. Just as the 
train was passing through a 
runnel, and Effler was taking his 
prisoner from one car to another. 
Hardy ju mped, and took Effler 
with him . He tried to get hold of 
Efner's pistol; and the sheriff 
struck him over the head with it, 
and almost killed him. Then he 
unhan dc uffed himself from 
Hardy, tied him securely with 
ropes, took him to Welch, and put 
!urn mjail. 

' Wh,le in jail afte r his 
c:om'lCtIOn, he could look out and 
'" the men building Ius scaffold; 

nd he walked up and down his 
leD.n, Ihe re t of Ihe 

Mn I ~I ht would never be 
J 011 Ih. 1 ... lfold Judat It. II . 

e n. '" ~d defended 
Iwlly. d " I llus. Vluled !urn 
~...u I.t. .. d tum "01 10 klU 
:- or pol lhe nIh"" .. 10 

• bul I.. ","pan 1<> dlC! 
• llId p .. y. Ind 

~..o,. · . 1 , tllo ...... 1Id I.e 
W"pC~ r: ..... 

110 

It's a do bro. 

baptized. Evans said he would" 
soon baptize him as he would a 
white man. Then they let him put 
on a new suit of clothes, the 
guards led him down to the Tug 
River, and Evans baptized him. 
On the scaffold he begged the 
sheriff's pardon for the way he 
had treated him, said that he 
intended to fight to the death and 
not be hung, but that after he ~t 
religion he did not reel like 
fighting. He confessed that he bad 
done wrong. killed a man under 
the influence of whiskey, and 
advised all young men to avoid 
gambling and drink. A greal 
throng witn. " ed the honSlng. 

"lIardy wa black. • roW, 
ovor $IX feel I II, weighed abO.:!! 
Iw hundrtd p und , rI""bOn ~ 
nd had unu"".11 I ng. arm H 

C ntt onl'" II front d: 
eulern 1I',ln';I. nd h .. ~ • 
flmdy II. hAd , ",no,1 b<,:, 
1I .. ~dri. ' . nd • .~.UI J ..... 
l_ •• " uld. or nlure 
tt.unaatOft ... 0. 
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d fO hang. It is sai d that 
" nfence m /tis cell could see men 
H ... d~ rro.e scaffold on wh.ich he 
buil1:Sbe hanged and that the 
wOU ned man swore he wouJd 
conde~lurfer that kind of death. 
n,:r II H. Christian, who had 
~u rroded Hardy, visited h.im in 
, .~ l and advised him not to kill 
~lf or compel the officers to 
tiD him, but to prepare for h.is 

co r • 

Vol. XXXIJ p 505 ad ' 
d t raj . , . , n lD a 

oc 0 dissertation by John 
Harnngto n Cox in the Harvard 
Urnverslty Library. 

The foDowing order for the 
execution of John Hardy is On file 
at t~e cou rt house in Welch: 

This day came again the State 
by her attorney and the Prisoner 
who stands convicted of murder 
m the first degree was again 

-. • 
JOHN HENRY: A FOLK-LORE STUDY 
The Entire Study by Louis W. Chappell 
Reprinted by pennission of the author. 

Next page to page 482 

brought to the bar of the Court in 
custody of tbe Sheriff of this 
County ; and thereupon the 
Prisoner being asked by the Court 
if anything he had or could say 
wby tbe Court sbould not proceed 
to pass sentence of the law upon 
him in accordance with the 
verdict of tbe jury impanelled in 
this cause, and the Prisoner saying 
nothing wby such sentence should 
not be passed upon h.im by the 
Court · It is therefore considered 
by the Court that the Prisoner 
John Hardy, is guilty as fo~nd by 
the verdict of the jury herem and 
that the said John Hardy be 
banged by the neck until he is 
dead and that the Sheriff of the 
Cou~ty, on Friday the 19th day 
of January 1894, take the said 
John Hardy [rom the jail of the 
County to some suitable place to 
he selected by him in tbis County 
and there hang the srud John 
Hardy by the neck until he !s 
d ea d a nd the prisoner IS 

rema~ded to jnil." . 
JOliN HARDY. h~Cf ",USlC, 

(lrr" n~ed by File Sic~l1lc lstcr: UG 
JOIINNY DRING TH t; J 

' RO NO -hlf 1111.1.. &"I,k 
rt'~t)lll , K t'SS I rljIl~r O[d)lll~cr\. IIUWII 

JOIINSON , Jor. " ; Vullo) 
a " J loIIY " WU~ 1l<lr" II ."" . 

(lOuduu.d 0.1 ,,,I 
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PREFACE 
s • folk, lore figu re, especially in the American black belt and 

" 'ons John Henry IS having a somewhat varied development 
bOrtle! ~~'~IIY 'belongs to the rock-tunnel gangs, the hand-drillers 01 
but ng f r He is the g reat steel-driver, and as natural man flings 
the m;n .~ ~ moment of triumph , against the machine of the industrial 
hlm.~ 'a~ter the Ci.vil War. Like Pa ul Bunyan, he ?oes impossible 
pen but unlike hIm, he often does them unassumlngly. Thus he 
(tals

ts
, 'n ~ral tradition, and has not run , like Robin Hood the full 

VI" I I' t th d t · ' I of popular evo ubon, 0 e re u C l oa dab SUr dum of 
g~~ parody but with a greater metamorphosis has achieved diverse 
sa .. '<' - fth pmonaJitie5 and occupabons, some 0 em superhuman, perhaps, 
IIaI hardly I . yet divine. 

TIle amount and nature of the factual material that lies behind 
!lis widesPread tradition has engaged the attention of several scholars, 
.. I _what unconvincing variety of results. For the most part, 
.., have added to its confusion in one way or another. John Henry 
_ at tint confused with john Hardy, another popular character 
ilile foIII-Ior'e of the South; later he was set apart as purely mythica\. 
nee poIitiolll were taken without due regard for the tradition itself, 
..... have been revised or abandoned altogether. Presumably as 
.... _ of flesh and blood, he has had some attention; but, more 

... lICIt, uader the disguise of an objective treatment, a cloud 
.. ill I tit idealism has obscured his more human qualities. Whether 

_ III' . ytb, SCholars, strangely enoug h, have treated him the 
... a DeW consideration of the whole matter , on the basis of 
a .. 41111cdi>lln of data, seems necessary. 

:._.,... lIOJIIe ten years ago when this study began john Henry 
iwatigated at various points in the Sou th, I was the first 

the immediate region of his acti vity, as indicated by the 
IIIeI since then, with more than intermittent attention, I 

ttlaw.1II his trail from the Oreat Lakes to the West Indies, 
~liiL repeatedly visited what seemed to be the most significant 
;: Although some of the minor res ul ts of these investigations 
;.ji.:~~~ in the learned periodicals, the la rger aspects of the 

.. to require the space o f a monograph. . 
.... ~buton to this study are many, scattered far and WIde . 
., Stw ~ to remember them, but they are too numerous to 
~ Iltap; . Thank for help ful suggest ions are also due to Or. jo~n 
.......,. IIId Dr Walter Wadepu hl , my coll.agues in West V,rg,nia 

.. ~ III. 
N" ati' L. W_ C_ 

H~ Jlrodul,; 1I hero 
(lilil/hll u, uf 
11 I C in u 



INTRODUCTION 
Interest in the John Henry tradition dates back to 1909 th 

Louise Rand Bascom published, from western North Car~lin: year 
lines of "John Henry" : ') , two 

Johnie Henry was a hard wOTkin' man, 
He died with his hammer in his hand t). 

Along with this fragment, Miss Bascom contributed a version of 
" John Hardy", ' ) the ballad of a Negro murderer and outlaw hanged 
in southern West Virginia near the turn of the century. In Octoh<r 
1910 two stanzas o f "John Hardy" from Kentucky appeared i~ 
Be : e a Qua r t e r I y, and the following year Shurin and Combs 
mentioned as current in that state both "John Henry" and "John 
Hardy".') In 1913, Perrow published ~er.si~ns . of the John Henry 
song from Indiana, Tennessee, and MISSISSIppI, and a version of 
" John Henry" from Kentucky.') The same year Professor Kittredge 
added a text of "john Hanly",') communicated by Dr. john H. Cox, 
who obtained it in Weat Virginia. The follOWing year "john Hardy" 
was again reporRd from North Carolina, ') and the john Henry 
song from South CaroIiDa.·) In 1915, "John Henry, or The Sturn 
Drill" was reporRd from Kentucky,O) and another venion published 
as " sung along the ChesapeUe aad Ohio Road in Kentucky and 
West Virginia". It) from 19011 to 1915, then, the John Henry tradition 
had ten reports and the~ItrdJ Irllfition bat five, with John 
Henry far more widely ..... Ids popular rival. 

In 1916, W. A. M q.Qa;;aaur of Wett Virginia, con· 
tributed a aeven-ataaza __ .. ..,... Hardy", with stanzas 2 and 
3 belonging to "Jobn Haw,· .. aPe aut a popular report of John 
Hudy, the ".teel-driver ••• ~ .. tile beii~ing of the building 
of the C. , O. RaihvId" II(d!IiU Wett Virginia about 1872, who 
subsequently made bia fIaaI exit in a kDUng down in the southwest 

I) Uled .. this study lor tile Jolm Henry boUad as .eparale from Ib, 
tho J,oba) I Henry -I· Por examplel 01 both types, .ee Appendix. 

our.a1 XXII * 
' ) bid., XXII, 247. P;" ...... PI... lee Appendix. 

k
') H. O. S .... TIII and Jaeillh tf. Combs. A S y II a bu . 0 f K' n' 

'oe " folk.Soa, I , p. 19. 
:t ~. CL' ~rr.- . lou r .. a I, XXVII. 163 fl . • 1 . ""'"edce. lou, a ai, XXvi, 180-182. 

Aa ". f Br_D. P roce . dla, 1 an d Add ... St' 0 f I h < 15th 
e,.~~:. fJ.1N,·lo,a
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of tht tatt. McCorkle cbaracn,rized John Hardy as " 
~ Ind heart, "ery strong, pleasant in his address, ye a ;arnb"::: 

-,l I drunkard, and a fierce fighter" a sort of ~ ·t' 
I ,~ , Th· t mh· th ! . w'''POSl e cbUlcter. tI) IS acooun co IDes e tradition of the sted-<!riHr 

ba Henry and that of the outlaw and murderer John Hardv. 
JO following the lead of McCorkle's ballad text and hearsay · r rt 
Dr Cox, in 1919, accepted John Henry as John Hardy, Who~ h~ 
idtntified as the egro mu.rderer hanged at Welch, West Virginia, 
,. 189-1, and treated !he Henry ballad and song as belonging to 
Hanly. Among the thongs that appealed to Dr. Cox as significant 
. this body of material were "the two groups of facts in Hard ·'s 
bk <totring respectively about the dates 1872 and 1894, which furnish 
til< nud'; fo r three types of baUad as to content: (a) Jobn Hardy 
til< m<1-driver; (b) John Hardy, the steel-<lriver and the murdered ~ 
(e) Jobn Hardy, the murderer". U) By 1925 he had succeeded i~ 
briJIIiDg together nine versions of his "John Hardy", and in that 
,at ,..!rd his treatment of JObn Henry and John Hardy as the 
_ .... II) In 19Z7 be answered objections to his thesis with a 
aI ..... Iller investigation of the subject, 14) and the following year 

I) .... request.") 
J "'::r;~:~OODsidered that request in part by an examination 

problem from the Hardy angle, the approach Dr . 
...... ") I found that Dr. Cox had not taken fully 
tile douP'calary records of John Hardy, that in his 

Ie laid giua preference to bearsa y reports, and that 
..... recard for the wide diffusion of the john 

resulting in a fuller presentation 
.... y couective of Dr. Cox's publications 

to tile CIOOdusion that john Hardy is properly 
of fads associated with the Negro mur­

for "john Hardy", but brought to light 
blm u the heroic steel-driver connected 

U'IIUDd 1872, the basis for "john Henry". 
to tile "composite" john Hardy, this. study 

•• 01 Dr. Cox, his methods as well as hiS co~; 
.... It CiOIICem. the treatment of "john Henry 

Hardy". 
ftniona of Dr. Cox's "John Hardy", " ) s!~nus 

1 01 B, I of C I of E and an of H belong to John 
~: jolla Hardy how~..,r, appears in stanz.s 4 and 

II II eon. of que lion ; but, since the two ballad 
of die other text , Mnd s in the names Htn 

II 
17 
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and Hartl appenr together in A, One is disposed to 'cto S 
togethrr in H. TllIs texi, though , comes from Knott County t th.", 
and the two baUads seem not to be greatly confused In' th:ttUdty, 
It appears, mo reover, that Dr. Combs contributed the baIl stalt. 
F 0 I k· 0 n g s 0 f the Sou t h, and then published it hi ad to 
s.me year as " j ohn Henry, The Steel·Driving Man" Wi~Self th, 
name j ohn Hardy occurring in it. to) Such a signific~nt di~rt th, 

n the part of two noted ballad scholars in handling common e~.n" 
would seem to call for an examination of the texts they pu~~"~"! 
relative to this study. IS cd 

Their two printings of H have additional values in that directi 
Dr. Cox uses the name " j o hn Henry" for Dr. Combs' "johnny"on. 
line I of stanza 2, "<i" fo r Dr. Combs' " and " in line 3 of staru:a ~ 
and omits Dr. Combs' " that" in line 4 of stanza 9. Furthermore th 
fai lure o f Dr. Cox to continue, his . u~ of " etc." beyond st.n~ : 
resulted in the loss of "my babe' In hne 4 and the necessary repetition 
for line 5 of each of the stanzas from 7 to 12 as g iven by Dr. Combs 
whose mark for line 5 in stanza 2, and apparently for IiDe 5 in .11 
subsequent stanzas of the tut, leads to a variation from his OWn 
pattern of stanza 1. Differmces of punctuation and arrangement need 
not be taken into aClXlllDt. 

This venion, it aeema, p_ed throaa'h the hands only of thest 
two editon, beginniDI will Dr. CombI u coUector. An examination 
of "The Yew Pine MotlS' f.". • Yenioa of the John Henry song, 
coatributed by Mr. ... separately by these two 
editon, II) ~ poiat .. 

Dr. Combs doeI .. 
from Mr. Woofter, ... 
Cox published It, 
stated in a footaoIe 

October 17, 19:M~ 
Rdr. IfIIe 4: 

lie obbIiaed Ids copy of this song 
1ft 1925. Two yean liter Dr. 

UIfter appearance, and _lied by Mr. Carey Woofter 
IIIow notable differences: 

C-III: Fer tIIat' • ., .me, "be, for that's my home. 
Cox: Por tIIat' • ., Ita .e, IIee, tNt'1 my home. 

Stu .. 2, IfIIe .: 
C-III: ht it'll IlOl IdIl _, babe, it'll not kill me. 
Cox: ht it .0II't IdII me, babe, it WOD't kill me. 

Staaza 3, IfIIe 4: 
C-III: ht it'U lICIt IcUI _, babe, but it'll not kill m •. 
Cox: But H WOII't IdIl me, babe, it won't kill me . 

... 5, 11M I : 

~bo: 0I'IJ·1our da,. .... larty.four doll .... 
0I'IJ.to. da,. lUke forty·four dolll" . 

p "t~JooIU H eo... 0 111 . 0 8 ,. du M i di d Ol Eh t .· un !" 

:1 .t .. ,.. ~ "-... Ol .. vlll., W. V. I 

.. '",. "1I:t~8 • f .... 141 4 .. I ..... u .11, p. tQ3 If. A " rr 

•• 
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stanZA 6, lint 4: 
Combs: 0 come back hom~ babe, 0 come ~ck bome. 
Cox : Oh, come back home, ba~J come back home. 

Th e differences are significant, and seem to belong to dillerent 
es V P ' M ta·" bu \'e.rsions of tiThe ew me oun lDS , t Mr. Woofter s«ms to 

be an individual sou rce. . . 
What is the explanation of these dIscrepancies In rommon 

terial in the hands of these two editors? Are those in the 
~j~hn Henry" text to be acco';"lled for on the ground that Dr. Combs 
f mished Dr. Cox a copy d,fferent from that he used in his own 
~ork ? Are those in "The Yew Pine Mountains" text to be accounted 

ror on the ground that Mr. Woofter varied his copies of the same 
,-ersion of the song? PossIbly the edItors were using different 
,-ersions of the ballad and song and their variations can be explained 
in that way. Their edito rial notes throw no light on the matter, and 
the answer must come from Dr. Combs and Mr. Woofter. 

Tbe fact that the former has not published his texts the e<:olJd 
lime ud that the latters ballad collection is still in manuscnpt form 
does DOl permit an examination of their practices in handling su h 
__ II, but fortunately Dr. Cox can be tested on that score. His 

IPI,! of 19Z I I) sbows that of his nine " John Hardy" texts 
IIiII • five, A to E indusive, in 1919, and that before this 

... ftnioa E, bad bad two printings, one by Dr. Cox 
815 IIId tile other by Profeasor Kittredge in 1913. Four 

ebow Importaat variations in their several printings, 
• _ atuza. U ) 

lhe_ sen. diftere"" .. iD ill 
I of Itanza 2 in the 

.".;;;." iD liDe 2 of ItaDU ~ 
line of ltaaza 6 of I~ il 

ltIiIIZl.7 of lens io "tho" in that 
ill "Friends and relatlv .. 

and relatives aU mDdin. 
2 uad "daDIII" of liae 5 01 
ill 1919. 
in their two priatlalll. In 

1925 il "mamma" in that of 1919. 
differences appear. In D the pronoun 

of 1919 is not in that of 1m, and 
that 01 1919. 

lValtor . ~~:k~~~~:~~~y W. V I . Dr. E. C. ;;, collectod tho text 
was I etudent in 'Virginia University 

who pasted it on to Professor Kittredge for 
III two urlltr printing •• that .of Professor 

of Dr. (;ox. in lOI S, are much alike. and .the 
that 01 102~ both by Dr. Cox. ar< much lliko, 
two word ' Th(" word "an\ wcr" in line..3 ~. 
1919. Ofan. wrrrd" in Ih.1 of Jij:l~, . ~nd d ~~" 

~
=~:. .. "0" 111 tli li l uf IQ25, with "In wer I n 

prtIItlaa' .. , m" In lin ,. 4 Ind "of taa ll 3 
.. conlrlttrtJ In l " I'm" In thatt of the Iltf'r 
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~ hat ,s thc explanation of thcse discrepancies in th ~ 
inglc ed,t r? Docs their character indicate a return to ~h wOr\( o( • 

f ISth century ballnd scholars, a modified form of devel
e 

pr.CI!", 
ceretion ? r ca n they be explained o n . other ground? °r~ent by 

di po 'ed t find that Dr. Cox has had his hand in matters b: \I()f 

his province. Very probably some of them are typographical Yond 
and thers may have resulted from confusions in handling ettors, 
number of manuscripts, possibly during years when he Was ov~~argt 
with other work. His confusion, in this connection, of "C. E. ' rnith~~t<i 
for E. C. Smith, "E. C. Sparrow" ") for E. C. Perrow, and "Ne a) 
Wo rk-A-Day Songs" " ) for Neg roW 0 r k ad a y Son g s pas ~o 
how too great reliance on memory. Such variations, howeve,' .y 

his two o r more printings of these texts seem to render unneees;. In 
the inquiry Dr. Guy B. Johnson states that he made of Dr. C~ 
concerning the appearance of the name John Henry in stanza 3 of 
<ersion A. ") 

It follows, then, that the appearance of the name john Hardy In 

stanzas 4 and 10 of H may evidence an extension of these methods 
in editing the text; but ODe wiI be inclined, although reluctantly, to 
depart from mere "happenstaaee" as UI explanation in this cast 
because his variation from Dr. Combs' "John Hemy, The Steel·Driving 
Man" provides a bMia for _Ii",,, the versioa as belonging to 
"John Hardy", a tum Ie IIae with Ilia hetrtmeat of the two ballads 
as one, and the two _ a )* 1Urdy. Wllethet Dr. Cox, however, 
is actuaUy responlible fer't m " ,..... Hardy Ia the text must be 
determined finllly by .. .., !Itt. GIl h, the coIledor, furnished 
him. John Hardy hu a .., .• 1 udxed up with John Henry, ") 
and possibly the mttlIocII 1: . -c.i _ showu Ia his texts from A 
10 E did not affect lIii H .... r Iha, this venion, with or without 
the n __ of the outliw. 1teIoep to "John Henry". II) 

two, Hdid notU ia line 2 of ataaza 5 of the earlier two is contracted into 
"did.',,, iD .Ibe btte, two, and ",aIler rI"" in line 3 of stanza .s in tilt 
qrbt"r two II ",.lIer ral" in the later two. The most s~nificant dlffer~n.cr, 
-"''',. betwee. the two e.rlle, and tbe two later printings is the add'hO~ r a ~lUlt stuu, Itanu 6 of tbe printing of 1925 and 1919, but p. 
,- ,n those of 1915 .nd 1913. V 

OI, '&I to I Virriai. School Journal and Educator XLI I 
(I'In, 216 Ct. JOu,n.1 XXVI leo XXXII 51S' Folk-Son gs 0 
1 It r 0 .. t h, p. fll . I •• , • 

.. , Jour •• I, XXXII 513. Cf, Journal XXVI 163 ; folk · Oil' 0 t I h. Sou t b, p. 177. " 

§ A •• rl ••• Sp •• eb II 227. 
~oh. H '''1 p. eo (n).' 

0. Ititt ........ ,I'M'&I'Wt· A • ., I ••• N"rO Fo I k· S I) n go ,p . • ,.,. 
.~ito......:... 1M rboroll(b (1936, p. 21S) accepl .0<' oP' I, " 

r ._ JO' ~_ 11M -as Ih. 'luol. mtnhon John 'lIrd. d ~~ ;" 
Wl'J,- ... u, "" .... hla blbllotrraphV 80ye the • 

........ ' t ...... I, 110 lqal. dettructioG CJI uJoha tlt-nn··' t(,t ';: 
en':" UteN .... ,., •• c... Tile IIOIt notah'" '11tf chat h'~ '\~., 

t9J\ ~M" ., •• f' , I hun (' • ,('ft('vllk, 
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III 1925, the year Dorothy Scarborough ac,," " 
" I Dr Cox's treatment of the Henry and HPted wIthout dis-

<USSIOI ' . d d ardv trad't' Dr ombs obJ ecte ,an explained for "}oh H - I Ions as 
Ollerd, y": " Elles lie sont pas davantage deux va"n' etnry " and "John 
Ha · ,. d J h H an es de I. m' ch.nson ., . Le roclt ans 0 n e n r Y est entierement diW' ~me 
TII'O years later Dr. Gord on called attention to the distinctioner~~ . ") 
the tll'O ballad heroes, and added that their songs are ofte ... veen 

th -' r" H h t · n somewhat confused by de Stulnged . I e c
t 

a
l 
rac benzed Hardy as a "desperado 

Henry 3 goo -na re .J amos OV3 Ie steel-drivin' man". 10) Th~ 
following year Dr. WhIte agreed to the separation of the H 

. . ) Th ' t " enry and Hanly tradlbo~s, " ese . lIlves Igato rs of popular balladry in the 
South added httle or nothing to wh at was already known about 
"Jobn Henry", and -made no great effort to . They did little more 
ibID obj~ to such use ,of Henry m aterial as that Dr. CO \ had made 
ill liking II over for ~IS composIte John Hardy. 

Dr. Odum and h,s coUeague, Dr. Johnson, published ill 1926 
texts of :'John Henry" and four of the Henry song, and were 

to believe that J 0 h n Hen r y was of separate origin and 
kecIme mixed with the John Hardy story in West Virginia ." 

evea fu1her in suggesting probabilities. H .. ing failed in 
South Carolina, and Georg ia to tur n up any biLl­

for Henry as a real person, they concluded that 
a mythical character ." " ) " 

John Henry apparendy did not satisfy Dr. Johnson 
TIle following year, after seeing the report of my in­

Bead Tunnel on the Chesapeake and Ohio Railway 
he renewed his inquiries, culminating in a change 

to look for the hero and a shift in point of 
aII," he writes, on the strength of this new information, 

IDd Big Bend Tunnel are so intimately connected 
.. .. if anywhere ... we must look for the origin of the 

tradition;" ") and prefers "to believe that (1) there was 
driver named John Henry at Big Bend Tunnel, that (2) 

with a steam drill in a contest o f the practlcablhty of 
ft th t t " " ) IDd that (3) he probably died soon a er e con es . 

II.So ngs du Midi d es ftat s -Un is , p. 104 . 
~. Gordon, New York T i rn e s, June 5, 1927. 

• tr i c. nNe g r 0 F 0 I k - So n g s, p. 189 If. Wk . d a v 
W. Odurn and Guy B. Johnson. Neg roO r , 

',:. If. B' Bend Tunnel 
, 1.-..: bo<. 1925, I in vestiga ted John Henry k at

tl 
'g re ll into th ~ 

'-YII". 1<r.l71 a 19-page repor t of my wor lere m priority 
If Dr John on I had writt ell th e rcp? rt ~o. p r~se r~~ th~ su bl'ect~ 
_I I could (ompl t · n largrr pin II of II1 vc st. lgnh~11 Nort h nro ina. 

to (Crf II publl! hcd nt til L' Ulll ve rs lt ~ .~ wonder to what 
I)r. j ohn on'" 011 1 a c kll owkugc~ne rl t. H,I Ik nel l I kno" ' 
h'Vf In cJ r Ju lin Ilcll r (n nlOlls ut Ilg hdul~' I lIIud t" 

I;: .. tJth ... , '<III hu Wl'''· " odlllU John 'ICllrl' ~ ' f~l·. -hllg tu kn l>W 
~ n t1 r n , )' I P J.I (II ) . If '" lilt! bf 11 er('; 

,:~. H .rr , I' 
•• ,p \t 
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1 
In taking this new point of view, however, Dr. JohnSon . 

says that he began in February, 1926, "to J?U'Sue the idea' t~. l'll<l, 
B' Bend Tunnel was the place of onglO of the Joh t tho 
tr~ition!' SO) What he means by , the expression "to. p.!..u~·nry 
'dea" is not altogether clear, but hIS treatment of John Hen u.. 
~yth from investigations elsewhere as already shown, and hi; ;: ~ 
ment at the time, several months after February, 1926, are d:~ 
enaugh : 

Prof. J. H. Cox trace~ J D.h n Hen r,Y !o. a real person, John Hardy, Ii 
Negro who had a reputation m West VlfglDla as a steel dnver and . b 
was hanged for murder jn 1894. We arc inclined to believe that J "'.' 

" d .... be< .on Hen r y was of separate ongln an oml! mixed with the Joh 
Hardy story in West Virginia S1). It 

If he began several months before publishing this statem.nt "t. 
pursue the idea" that the john Heary tradition originated .t BIg 
Bend Tunnel, why did he offer DO objection to Dr. Cox' Ireatmtnt 
of Hardy as the famous a1eeI-driftr there? He knew that Dr. Co, 
in talrinlr over the Heary trMitioll for HU'dy had taken O'er Bog 
Bend TWlJleI, and tIIat lie hili treat.d HU'dy as the famou sled, 
driver in buiIdla( it. TIle an •• of Dr. JoIuaon is Ih I he .11 
"inc:Jined to ... ne lilt Jolla Heary _ of le)larate origIn Ind 
has bealme .. ad .. jolla tfuoIy ..., in West Virginia". 
10 tbIa ... eo taIIe West Vi'Iinia intu 
.a:oaat Ie • , •• _ ........ : 

We __ ... _ .. cia< ia the" IIiada 
...... ... ..... _ ill North CaIoIiu, 
Sao6 ............. et .... _ IiIH 
...... .... ill MInI ........ lad Mlrylaad, 
.. eo wei ........ To trl" the 110'1 
01 &e .. IJ •• '1.[. tuk .d one Iwoiting the foUr· 
lariltll). 

He lena Bir iliad eo Hanly and the question of origin of the 
Henry tradllIua to tile toIt-klrlst, several monlhs after February, 
~~ aDd tIIae _1",1ora dIaracteria his efforls " to pursue the 
idea that the tradition oriciaated in West Virginia until he s.vI 
IDJ lepcwt "- tile tnnneI. 
c:aD His WW¥eJIoua freedom in handling this malerial would see~ to 
Ie I~ an explanation 01 IOIIIe sort. But his disregard of my nghts 
wt/o -.",y ~ and need not require Ihe attention of read~rs 
drJ Ire not Inte-*eel in trifles, such as an investigator 's pnonty ...," it be, whue I -. to follow him without reference in thIS 
.......... or book he published, thOUih, raises some questians that 

... II nlln ....... 
...:~ ~~... OD Jolin Henry doublles Iy should have f~; 

IIpJInIuI or his part in Ihe book cannot be m 
:2 Ito, .. ,.. . 
iiJ ... \' .... Wdl k ••• ' 00, " p. 222 (a). 



THE JOHN HEN Y HA, 

A 

M rs. Sidney Wilsoa, Mia.ehalu 
Wilson obtained this .tIS:ion fr her , a 
construction camps in tM So 

This old cr, __ 
Killed J olm HeDry, __ 
This old hammtt, __ 
Killed Jolm HCDry, __ 

. , 

This old hammer, - - b 
Killed JOM HCDry, - - h ; 
Kined him dead, - - b 

• , 

AlD't no bam.mer, - - "Ill!, 
fn these IIJOUnt"", .... b. 
Ain't no hammer,...... t 

In these 1Il0.... • ,- _ bills; 
AIn't no bammu, - _ b .... 
la tb e mouat ,- _ .. h. 
Rinis like lIl1lIe, - - huh. 

Take thi hammer, - - huh, 
And give it to the Walker, __ hUh . 
Take this hammer, - _ buh, 
And give it to the walker, __ huh ; 
Take this bammer, - - bUb, 
And give it to tbe walker, __ huh ; 
For I'm goia' home, - _ bub. 

I told Hattie, - - huh, 
To whip - a those childr~, __ huh ; 
I told Hattie, - - huh, 
To whip - a those children, __ bills; 
I told Hattie, - - huh, 
To whip - a those children, __ bub; 
Make 'em mind, - - buh. 

'Cause the penitentiary, __ huh, 
I, full 0' people, - - huh; 
'Cauae the penitentiary, - -1naIJ, 
II full 0' people, - - buh; 
'Cause the penitentiary, - • ..... 
I, fun 0' people, __ huh; 
Won't railed rlabt, ••• uh. 
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J told Hatti~,· · huh, 
To make her dress a little longer,. _ huh ; 
J fold Hattie, - - huh, 
To make her dress a little Jong~rJ - - huh ; 
I told Hattie, - - huh, 
To make her dress a little looger, - - huh ; 
A - sbowin' of her laigJ - - huh. 

B 

Newton Redwine. Mr. Redwine says : uJohn H~ry had DO f'ei\&lar 
t sing as he worked, but it seems that the foUowlng was his favorite 

;::.' b;,ore his death/' The 8 eat t y v i II e En t e r p rISe, ButtyvHle, 
Ky., feb. I, 1929. 

I bave hammered 
four JODi years 
With this old Iammer 

J have hammered 
On tbe W '" A 
J have hammered 
On the old M '" C 
) blve worked 
On the C '" S 

The hammer am a rine!n' 
And the steel am a .iagin' 
)'U put the bole 
On down boys 
Put tbe bole on down 

This old hammer 
Killed John Scott 
It will never kill me 

Hammer am a ri.Dgin' 
Steel am a sin gin' 
)'U put the bole 
0. down boys 
)'U put the bole 
On down. hut· hut. hut 

liut. but· but 
I'U put the bole on down 
I'U put tbe bole on down 

Tbia old hammer 
Hu killed Jobn Scott 
It will never kHi me 
Hut . hut. but 

I'll put the bole on down, boys 
I'll put the hole on down 



John Hardy V 
HARDY, John. The popular 

song "John Hardy" without 
do u b t had its 0 ngm and 
development in West Virginia. The 
hero of this modern ballad was a 
Negro, whose prowess and fame 
are sung far and wide among his 
own race, and to a less extent 
among white folk. No written or 
printed statements concerning 
him are known to exist except an 
order in the courthouse at Welch, 
McDowell County, W. Va., for his 
execution. However, t he 
statements hereinafter given are 
believed to be thoroughly reliable. 

In a letter dated Charleston, 
W. Va., Feb. 16, 1916, addressed 
to Dr. H. S. Green of that city, 
and written by the Hon. W. A. 
McCorkle, governor of West 
Virginia from 1893 to 1 897, 

C(;urs the follo wing: _ 

" JI I John fI <trtly I was a st "l-driv r 
ancj was lame us in th ' beginning of th 
bui')dirW of th C. & O. RuiIr d. 
Yo al () H t J driv ' r in th 
l j 11._ __ •• 



1 Dr. It S. reen 0 that city, 
and Writt'll by the Hon. W. A. 
Me rkl , g v rnor of West 

ir jnin fr m 1893 to 1897, 
l" ' urs th foUowing: -

" II (John Hardy 1 was a steel-driver, 
!lnd was fa mous in the beginning of the 
build ing of the C. & O. Railroad. He 
\ IS also a steel-driver in the beginning 
f the extension of the N. & W. 

Railroad. It was about 1872 that he 
wa in this section. This was before the 
day of steam-drills; and the drill-work 
was done by two powerful men, who 
\ycre special steel-drillers. They struck 
the steel from each side; and as they 
struck the steel, they sang a song which 
they improvised as they worked- John 
Hardy was the most fam ous 
steel-driller ever in southern West 
Virginia. He was a magnificent 
specimen of the genus Homo, was 
reported to be six feet two, and 
weighed two hundred and twenty five 
or thirty pounds, was straight as an 
arrow, and was one of the most 
handsome men in the country, and, as 
one informant told me, was as 'black as 
a kittle in hell.' 

., Whenever there was any 
pcctacular performance along the lines 
f drilling, John Hardy was put on the 

Job; an it is said that he could drill 
."or· t··1 than any tw m n f his 
lly li t a\ a fl,t'llt go mbl r. and \ a ' 

his 

driving 

frowesa of 
enclose 

addition 

Mr. 
student 
University, 
Welch, and 
up the reClX1 
to report 
could 
Sept. 
follows: -

"J ba 



John Hardy V 
Jllhll I hi pOjllllll' 

11 ,<\ ,10 , Illy" wllh lllli 
"Jllhn ~II I In. ,,, II. Mil!lI~ u,nl 

lulll I I Ir8111111 , 1h ' 
~,I'I "IlICIlI III I huflllt! WIIS I 
,.1 ,I I I hi nUll' rn d f III 

J I Ihl,' rn w .$ un , 
;,n~ IJr un" wid aillo ng hiS 

, alit! 10 (f I S ex tent 
n r , , ' I t or 
.Jng \I hll fo l", No WII en 

I J I I m nls o n ernlJlg 
In r nll\\n 10 x isl except an 

r to 'h ('ollrlhOll se at Welch, 
IN Il ollnty , W, Va" for IllS 

,' Ullon , Ho\ eve r , the 
m n" h r inafter given are 
~ d 10 be Ihoroughly reliable, 

In 8 leHer dated Charleston , 
, Feb, 16, 1916, addressed 

Or H . Green of that city, 
vmnen by the Han. W. A. 

~o r , governor of West 
ilJUl from 1893 to 1897, 
.,-s the following: -

fl 

John H nry 
no loriuus /I ll Ihrollgh Ihe COllnlry f 
his IlI ck in gomhll ng. To Ihe dU!;k Or 
ull Ihro ll gh Ihe cOllntry, he wai ~x 
'grea les l ever,' lind he was admired Ie 
be loved by all the Negro women f and 
the southern Wes t Virginia line tor~,m 
. & O. In addition to thi s he Co Ie 

drink more whiskey, sil up aU niu~d 
and drive steel all day , to a grea~et 
ex tent than any man ever known in th r 
country. e 

"The killing in which he made h' 
f· a1't • . IS 

111 eXI was a mIX tery' betwee 
women, cards, and liquor; and it wa~ 
understood that it was more of a fight 
than a murder. I have been unable to 
find .out where .he was hung, bUl-have 
an Idea that It was down in the 
southwest part, near Virginia; but I am 
not pOSItIve about this. In other words 
his story is a story of one of th~ 
composite characters that so often 
arise in the land, - a man of kind 
heart, very strong, pleasant in his 
address, yet a gambler, a roue, a 
drunkard, and a fierce fighter. 

"The song is quite famous in the 
construction-camps; and when they are 
drIVIng steel in a large camp, the 

frowess of John Hardy is always sun)\, 
enclose you some verses which are In 

addition to the ones you sent me. Of 
course, you understand that all this 
about John Hardy is merely among the 
Negroes. I cannot say that the John 
Hardy that you mention was hung is 
the same John Hardy of the song; but 
It may be so, for he was suppos d t btl 
in that vi inity when h lust exploited 
/umsclf. ll e was nov r on mplo ee f 
thu , . & . II wo, un mplo e~ (\1' th 
Vir 1111.. control' tors, . R. MaSQIl 
«(I , n(/ thlll "gllurn ('01111"111)' ," 
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other Negro over .a crap g~me at 
~ wnee Camp. This place IS now 
~ a wn as Eckman, W. Va. (the name at the P.O.). The Shawnee Coal 
Company was and is lo~ated .there. 
Hardy was tried and convIcted 10 the 
July term of the McDowell County 
Criminal Court, and was hanged near 
the courthouse on Jan. 19, 1894. While 
in jail he composed a song entitled 
'John ' Hardy,' and sung it on the 
scaffold before the execution. He was 
baptized the day before the execution. 
The last information I got from W. T. 
Tabor, who was deputy clerk of the 
Criminal Court at the time of the trial, 
and is now engaged in civil engineering. 
There is no record of the trial of John 
Hardy in the courthouse. Mr. Tabor 
informs me that there is no record of 
the trial in existence. The only thing I 
could find at the courthouse was the 
order for John Hardy's execution." 

The order is as follows: _ 
State of W. Va. 

VS. 

John Hardy. 
·elony. 

lhi day her IItt came aguin th 
l ___ ,a" .. _ Ornty a II I . 

t t b 

H. J. 
High 
f·n .. ,v. 



th d '"ii~d at the courthou se- was-tit; 
coul f r John Hardy's execution." order 

The order is as fo llo ws: -
State of W. Va. 

VS. 

John Hard y. 
Felony. 

Tills day came again the State by 
her attorney and the Pri~oner ~ho 
stands convicted of murder m the fust 
degree was again brought to the bar of 
the Court in custody of the Sheriff of 
this County; and thereupon the 
Prisoner being asked by the Court if 
anything he had or could say why the 
Court should not proceed to pass the 
sentence of the law upon him in 
accordance with the verdict of the jury 
impanelled in this cause, and the 
Prisoner saying nothing why such 
~ntence should not be passed upon 
him by the Court; It is therefore 
co,nsidered by the Court that the 
Pnsoner John Hardy, is guilty as found 
by the verdict of the jury herein and 
that the said J obn Hardy be hanged by 
~~e ~eck until he is dead, and that the 
19 e~ff of the County, on Friday the 
sa · ~ Jday of January 1894, take th 

I ohn Hardy from the jail of th 
Ie~~cnty to me uitabl la t 
Ihetc

ted 
by him in thi ' unt and 

lie(; hang th said J hn Hard b the 
I r Until h is d ad and th' pris n'r 

em· ncit d to J II . ' 

'1 h 
lI~tn f 11 Wlllg sl II 11\ nl 

Y Mr W I I at r t ) r. 

• me m 
1917. It 
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tion. 
N. T. 
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John 
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H J Grossman, principal of 
High'School at Welch, and by 
forwarded to me. 

"John Hardy: Negro, about tOll'l 
years of age; black in colo!; 
Virgi nia; worked ~s mmer 
coal-fields; had no famIly as knnu:m 

killed another Negro in a crap l"l14'" 

over 75 cents; another Negro named 
Guggins helped him escape and tried to 
wrest gun from sheriff to shoot, but 
both men were captured and returned 
to Welch. Guggins was given a life term 
for attempt to kill sheriff. 

"Hardy hung in '94 in present 
courthouse yard, though not such at 
the time. At time of execution some 
White man in the crowd started a panic 
by yelling, '0 Lordy! 0 Lordy!' 
O~ficers had to jail ·some twenty-five or 
thuty men before execution 
~fely be concluded. Hardy lies 
In Woodmont addition to town 
WelCh." 

he 
JOhn n f 

L...-__ Q _ _ " __ , 
ta tcm nt 

C nstabl 



Inll>'S: -

a. 

• 

th tat b 
i n r who 
r in the firs t 
t the bar of 
e her iff of 

reupon the 
th Court if 

y why the 
to pass the 

!pon him in 
t of the jury 
• and the 

, why such 
passed upon 
is therefore 

that the 
~ lltv as found 

herein and 
hanged by 

and that the 
Friday the 

take the 
jail of the 

place to be 
County and 
...... by the 
-l'OSOner 

to town 

Th statement of R. L. 
J hn on, constable, who helped 
arr st Hardy, as compiled by Mr. 

harles V. Price, shorthand 
reporter at Welch, W. Va., from a 
conversation between Johnson 
and Judge Herndon, was sent to 
me in the early part of the year 
1917. It follows: -

"I was at Keystone the morning 
that Hardy killed this fellow, but I 
couldn't tell you the fellow's name 
now. They were shooting craps at 
S ha wnee camp, and he was 
crap-shooting, and Webb Gudgin was 
behind a rock with a Winchester, and it 
is supposed that if Hardy didn't get the 
man that he was there with a 
Winchester to get him. After he was 
killed they sent to Keystone, and me 
and Tom Campbell went down there to 
search the camps; and while we were 
searching the camps they said, 'Yonder 
they go, down the road!' and we got 
on the railroad and followed them to 
the old bridge below Shawnee, and 
they turned up the hollow, and I says. 
'We will follow them up there.' Tom 
says. 'No, we can't follow them in the 
woods; they have got a Winchester. as 
IDOd a gun as we have got.' 0 we at 
bIw:k and cided to wu tch th traim. 

d m on. I think it 
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Jlarvey DlIIon. WUS w:itching Norl~lrork 
5tntio l1 , They got on the tram at 

royer and thoy got them; and when 
thoy \~e nl to handcuff Hardy. Gudgin 
wus wlllking IhrouSth the coach,?s. and 
every ono went out to get Gudg,!" and 
he Hl l1dc to jerk John off the tram; b';lt 
John held to him till they got the tram 
stopped and Ihey sent a colored feUow 
back Ih~re to help hjm, and they put 
him on the train and brought him back 
to Keystone. George Dillon and [ took 
charge of him. John wasn't abJe to stay 
up. We took charge of them and 
guarded them that night, and they 
come and threatened to lynch him, and 
we said they cou ldn't come up there, 
and Webb said if we would unhandcuff 
him and give him his gun nobody 
wou ld come up there. We had him over 
Belcher's store. 

"I believe I corne down the nex t 
morning nnd put them in jail. 1 never 
knew anything more about the case 
until the trial. I was down here during 
the trial. After he was found guilty he 
wanted to be baptized. We took him 
down there to lhe river. and I was 
along with him when they baptized 
him. [ forget what preacher baptized 
him. He had on a new suit of clothes, 
hat and everything, but he didn't like 
the looks of his shoes at aU. I took 
them back and swapped them; and 
when he pu t them on and viewed 
himself he had on the best suit he ever 
had, the way I looked at it. He was 
abou t six fee t two, I think , or maybe 
he mIght have been six foot three." 

JUDGE HERNDON. Give his color 
before you start on Gudgin. ' 

MR. JOHNSON. He was black. 
JUDGE HERNDON. About what 

age? 
MR. JOHNSON. Well, I couldn't 

hard ly tell you. I would figu .. him 
abou t thirty . 

JUDGE NERNDON . Now give a 
description of Gudgill . 

MR. JOHNSON . Well Gudgin I 
bel! t vc. WU3 a little taUcr than I a~. I 
beiJt~. about six fee t, heavily built. He 
::::~II" t 110 n eshy, bu I he wos hcovy 
vu t, ye llow. 

JUIX;I' II HRNOON. Were ou 
depu ly h riff ot the tlrne'/ y 

MR. JOIINSON. I Wu ' constuble 
J I , I III' RNI)()N . ('a rnpbell ~. 

Erner was the sheriff 
County at that time? of M,Do"'U 

MR. JOHNSON. Ves, . 
JUDGE HERNDON ISU• 

Welch now do You k.~o'!...lhe to'Wa or 
spot where lhe scaffold w ""about lho 

MR . JOHNSON as lit? 
ou t here and lOOk · i~ I"" ",u.ld itt 
nght out here somewhere' t 1t ""­

MR. DAVID COLLI S It 
back of lhe old tem~rary J: ·L~" "ChI 

JUDGE HERN a. 
d ' N. Vou ... 
on t remember the name of th' YOII 

John Hardy killed? • """ 
MR. JOHNSON. No I d 

remember him. 'on'l 
JUDGE HERNDON. But d 

remember what they killed him r~rr' 
MR . JOHNSON. They "'" 

shooting craps. It is my undeuton ..... 
they had had the crap game bel"" 
and this fellow had skinned Hardy and 
he went back started the crap pmeto 
get to kill him. That was the statem_1t 
at the time. 

JUDGE IIERNDON. In othor 
words, this colored man that Hildy 
killed had skmned Hardy in the ..... 
before that game? 

MR. JOHNSON. Ves, sir, IIId 
Hardy goes down and start. a ClIp 
game, and Webb was behind thla rocIt 
with his Winchester so if Hardy rolled 
he would get him. That WIt till 
statement, wha t they claimed ..... 
they carne after us, when .... _ 
down there. 

JUDGE HERNDON. Where WIt lit 
from? 

MR. JOHNSON. I don't know. [ 
might have heard, but I never pold III)' 
attention. We were out nearly aU"'l 
that night. I recollect it weD. I ~II 
was about the rust year John ~r 
was elected sheriff. My recollectiO:;': 
that the time Hardy killed tbe o. 
colored man was along some 
during the fITst of the year, in [:~ 
and that he was tried along aboUt ~ 
or May , 1893, and hanged soon 
his convic tion, aboul sixty dI.JL 

Mr. A. Payne, EnIIJIb. I!' Va. , in a I tter dated ()c:t. ... 
I 91 7, writes m as foUoWS: -

"JUSI rae 
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. bout 6 fcet high and about 25 
rnintr 'Id, as \lieU as J could guess at 
>:ars He killed a Negro boy a bout 19 
bim. old. And he was a very black 
years -n. .. t is about all I know abou t Negro . .. ~ 
him," 

The above-quoted statements 
seem to establish two groups of 
facts: -

I. ral That about the year 
1872 there was a certam John 
Hardy employed as a steel-driller 
in railroad·construchon m the 
southern part of West Virginia. 
This man was a very black Negro, 
six feet tall, or more, of splendid 
physique, a drinker, a gambler, a 
roue, and a fierce fighter. 

rbl That later this Negro killed 
a man in an altercation of some 
sort in which gambling played a 
part. 

rei That tbe murder and 
execution took place in tbe 
southern part of tbe State, near 
the Virginia line. 

2. ral That in the year 1893 a 
certain John Hardy was employed 
as a coal-miner in the ex treme 
southern part of West Virginia. 
This man was a very black Negro 
six feet two or three inches tall' 
and a gambler. ' 
kil/bl That this John Hardy 
th ed a man over a crap game for 

e sum of seventy-five cents 
ex~~r That the murder' and 
SOuthelon took place in the 
the V· m part of the State near 

rrguu3 tine I 

is ~~identity' of these two men 
inference t established, but the 
extremely hat they are the same is 
men of th Probable. That two 
10 nearly af' ksa~e name and race 
and char.cll:-'".Physique, habits; 
the &ame fa flSlies, should meet 
lIJ the sa te , for the same crime 
bo"rable.me loC,lily, is hardly 

01 he COnalaer I 
In thell.rdr, f Ulan of Ihe age 
Ilotdettrmln n" 1 8931~ imp rtunl 

dy or I "'thelher lie und lhe 
ure Identical. Th 

prowess of the steel-dri.ller of 
18 2 indicates a man of mature 
age. let us say twentv-four or 
twenty-fIve. In I 93 he would 
then ~ve been fortY-fI"" or 
forty-SIX . Three of the men 
connected with the trial of Hardy 
have Illyen e timates of his age .s 
Collows: Tabor, a5S1Stant clerk of 
the Criminal Court, forty: 
Johnson, constable, tlurty: Payne. 
Juryman, twenty-five. Tbe value 
of these estimates depends upon 
two things. - Hrst, accuracy of 
memory in recalling, after a lapse 
of twenty-four years, uch details 
of feature as would enable one to 
judge of age; and, second the 
ability of the witness to ;"ake 
such a judgment. Mr. Johnson 
says, "I couldn't hardly tell you 
about what age. I would figure 
him about thirty," The statement 
itself mdicates mucb uncertaJOity 
about Ihe matter. Mr Payne says .. ' About twenty-five years old, as 
well as 1 could guess at him." 
Evidently at the trial Hardy's age 
was not brought out, or at least 
not emphasized enough to be 
remembered, and a guess by 
memory after twenty-four years 
may not be worth much. Mr. 
Tabor says, "About forty years of 
age." Mr. Tabor was deputy clerk 
of the court that tried Hardy, and 
is now engaged in civil 
~ngineering. His statements 
mdicate a better-trained and more 
accurate type of mind than the 
others, and have a directness that 
is assuring. In any case, the 
judgment of tbe age of a Negro of 
the splendid physical type of 
Hardy is a difficult matter, hard 
to come at within ten years. and 
more likely to be underestimated 
than overestimated. In my 
judgment , the testimony may well 
point to un age considerable in 
ex .ss of forty . 

Mr. II. S. Wolker, u man of 
llIuture years, u stude nt in West 
Virgillill UniversilY from Fayette 
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u h wltich the C. &. 
otlnlY, thro tg the following as a 

O. ru ns, r~p~r shere he lives: -

clI"i';;;:nb';!:rd;, a Negro, wf'~=~ 
for Langhorn, a ral r 
--contractor from Rjc~m.ond, Va., 
3t Ihe time of the buildmg of the 
C & O. Road . Langhorn had a 
c~ ntract for work on the east Side 
f the Big Bend Tunnel, wltich IS 

fn the adjoining county of 
Summers, to the east of Fayette 
County; and some other 
contractor had the work on the 
west side of the tunnel. This was 
the time when the steam-driller 
was first used. Langhorn did not 
have one but the contractor on 
the other' side of the tunnel did ; 
and Langhorn made a wager with 
him that Hardy could, by hand, 
drill a hole in less time than the 
steam-drill could. In the contest 
that followed, Hardy won, but 
dropped dead on the spot. He tells 
me, also, that there is a current 
report in this part of the State 
concerning a John Hardy who was 
a tough, a saloon frequenter, an 
outlaw, and a sort of a thug. He 
thinks this John Hardy was a 
wltite man, and he is sure that he 
was hanged later on for killing a 
man in McDowell County or 
across the line in Virginia. 

Probability indicates that these 
two stories are about the same 
man . For a white man 
co ntempo rary with the 
steel-driller to possess the same 
name and attributes as he to 
operate in the early part of his 
r::ueer 

10 the same region , to drift 
I.ter .to the same locality to 
commit lhe same crime and to 
pay lhe sa me penally' . 
believable. ' IS not 

J (lh~ htl~~drtmain. lhe belief thut 
(If Ih drtfJl died from lhe effects 
10 In "C-Conle l. In ans wer 
r x-<.o. qU~~~ork~ncerl'ln8 thlo, 
ill on t. t'n "'ht'~ ;~ tt, "You 
II I d Y d 1 t diU • Y John 

rOm th e 

drilling-co ntest." In 50 
the belief, however PPoI1 
ballad called "Th S· there . or 

e teeIO ' ''' not as yet found in We t -"Y'r " 
but reported by She~ ' Vll~ 
Syllabus of Kentucky F ~ IJl hiS 
p. 19, as follows: _ 0 k·SongS 

• 
"THE STEEL DRIV 

la3b4c3b, II : John Henry ER. ' . 
his skill with sledge and' hpro~d .or 
competes wit~ a modern stea~~~ 
Tunnel No. Nrne, on the Chesa ak III 
Ohio Railroad. Defeated, h': e & 
asking to be buried with his tools die~ 
breast." at his 

The change of name to John 
Henry , .and the victory into 
defeat, IS not significant and.' 

iI df ' IS eas y . accounte or by oral 
transmiSSIOn. The same process of 
reaso!,mg as applied heretofore 
Identifies John Henry with John 
Hardy, who could not have died 
at the end of a drilling-contest. 
Most likely the ballad celebrating 
the prowess of John Hardy 
gradually , in its earlier making, 
enhanced that prowess, and, by 
the natural tendency to a tragic 
ending, finally sang of his defeal 
and death . 

Whether the drilling-contest be 
fact or fiction, is not important. 
However, it could hardly have 
happened . A note addressed to 
the Ingersoll-Rand Company, to 
whom I was referred as authority 
on drills, brings the following 
statemtent in a letter dated New 
York City, Dec. 19, 1917: -

"Your letter of Dec. 4, addressed 10 
the Company at Easton, Pa. , has be~~ 
referred to us, and in reply we weu 
advise you that although we have no 
definite records: it is rather impr~ba~: 
that steam rock-drills were u~d d t

A
· 

buildin~ of Ihe . & O. R.ilr0"r ' h: 
y u will sec from Ihe text. 0 ~ Is 
uttached udvcrtis 'ment. muChlne-dr~ir 
were 11,.1 used aboul 1866; bUl I all 
u/ie WU~ very Umiled. Ilnd nol It 
gun 'ml." 

Th~ p rllon of Ib' 
odvertl"'JlJ~n l ubOve refer",d to. 



Is slsnlfi ani for this 
IhAulssion is 3S fo llows: 
diS' I 

"The fiul time rock·drills were 
d III big work WIIS at the IJ oosac 

~nl1c1. yctU 1866. Here the Durleig.h 
rill fa iled beCause of great repau 

d IS Next Cli me the Musconctong 
,,,,. '. V II R R dr ' 1'\ nnel Lehigh n ey . "' Iven 
f~ n ~nd to end with the Ingersoll 
Irill which had been brough t to a 
~ntc'llcn l sluge in rock-work on Fourth 
Menue, New York, for the. horse-car 
tunnel. This covers the pc.nod u~ to 
1875, whc l~ the Ran~ little Clant 
made II step In advance. 

The hesapeake and Olllo 
Railroad was completed westward 
from Sulphur Springs t o 
Hunlington - that is, entirely 
across the S ta te of West 
Virginia - in 1873. 

Two versions of the ballad , 
wilh a total of five variants, have 
come to hand. Version a gives us 
so mething with th e very 
atmosphere of the 
construclion-camp , its rough gang 
of iltiterate Negroes, its profanity 
and its glorification of a ga mbler: 
a drunkard, and a murderer. With 
Ihe exception of stanzas 2 and 3 
Ihe ballad deals with the episod~ 
of the hanging, in Some way not 
elearl~ slated, and con nected with 
f~bling. The name of the place 
b'lI wohee Camp, is exactly correct: 

I e number of men killed i; 
Increased to two and the 
murderer . , 
"Cultd IS ca ught because he 
bulk to run. Not only does the 
,"tide'::; Ihe ballad deal with tills 
Il.Jdy b lrt the career of John 
IlIc ~., UI Ihe prominent places 

.. nnmg and th ' Ihtl] to It e cnd , are 
I. litel ,?e .o lder incident of 

.... , t1-. nlllnll co ntest is. 
"I.'6~.'y .rly reme mbered "nd 
I 'j~ •• tly ,,.x pr d, Ihough 

1f"1. n I he way to 
"'Y • II I hi v ' .. on tAnds 

b.UJ. "tl, I>tlw.en the 
"'1'''''''0 b' h ltd by ShcMln 

·.~Iio. b 11,- .1 ·" ...... 4 •. I dl lilor r... UU I 01 
file" II HU Y 

entirely. Shawnee 
become a Chin Camp has 
easy change _ ane: camp, - an 
the man kill~d is a chl:,nsequently 
yellow girl with be aman. Tbe 
. h r money is till lilt e game anda m ' s 
a gambling-hrawl T~~ IS 1<f1ed in 
to the Big B~nd re erence 
probably a cross-refer~~c~e; IS 
a n other West Vir " rom 
(namely "The W kglrua ballad 
OR' rec on tbe C & 

. oad") very popular in ibe 
southern part of the St t 
conte . a e, and 

m~lorary 10 growth with that 
part of John Hardy" since 1894 
The last two stanzas given t~ 
John Hardy himself 'furru'sh . t · , an 
III erestlllg reference to a fact in 
Ills Illstory (namely , Ills baptism 
before hangmg), and may be a 
remnant of the song he composed 
and sa~g Just before his death. 
The Intr oduction of the 
conventional ballad element of 
having the hero's mother and 
sweetheart come to see him is to 
be noted in sta nzas 6 and 7. 

Versio ns c, d, an d e are 
variants of version b. In c the 
Negro gambling-dive is exalted to 
a "Wild West show" (sta nza 2), 
and the conventionalizing process 
is carried further in stanza 6 by 
giving Illm a "pretty little wife," 
whom he kept " dresse d in blue," 
and who had always been true to 
Illm. In d the yellow girl becomes 
a less shadowy personage, upon 
whom is b estowed the 
high-sounding, ro mantic name. 
Rozella (stanza 2). The re fusal of 
the Court to grant bond to a 
"murderen" man in stanza 6 is a 
good bit of realism, with which, 
no doubt the Negro singers of 
this ba llad were fairly familiar. 
The refere nce to his baptism fails 
t o nppenr . In • the 
co nvcntionnlizing pro 'ess goes on 
npncc' the fnther is illtrouut.!tld, 
Ih I;cro Is blessed with three 
t hildrt,) 11 (l ilt.! IW stnntu~ (7 An I 
Hl !rom' /'Ill ' , tlSS 0' Rudl Roy.1 
(ClllI,I, N" 76) tJr<' IlISt' rlee!. 



As a result of this study, the 
following things appeal to me as 
signifi anI : - d f 

I. The origin in our ay 0 

su h a ballad among an ilhterate 
and co mparatively pnmlt!ve 

peoi
le

. The testimony of 
sponta neous composition of 
stanzas by men engaged ill the 
hard work of steel-drilling. . 

3. The two groups of facts ill 
Hardy 's life centring respecttvely 
about the dates 1872 and 1894, 
which furnish the nuclei for three 
types of ballad as to content: (a) 
John Hardy the steel-drIver ; (b) 
John Hardy: the steel-driver and 
the murdered; (e) John Hardy, the 
murderer. 

4. The unreliability of 
statements in the ballad; and the 
difficulty, even at this early date, 
of determining the facts on which 
the song is based. 

S. The passing of the song into 
the possession of white folk, and 
the rapid introduction on 
conventional elements of balladry. 
All the copies of the ballad in my 
possession were communicated by 
white people. 

"John Hardy" is recorded 
elsewhere as follows: -

SHEARIN AND COMBS, A 
Syllabus of Kentucky Folk-Song, p. 
19. "J ohn Hardy," iii, 4a3b4c3b, 
6. - An accou nt of Hardy's shooting a 
man in a poker-game; of his arrest, 
trial, conviction, conversion, and 
baptism; and of his execution and 
burial on the Tug River. 

- Ibid., "The Steel Driver" ii 
4.3b4c3b, II. - John Henry pro'ud of 
hb *iI1 with ' ledge and hand-drill 
compete. with a modern steam-drill U; 
Tunnel No. Nine, on the Chesapeake 
and Ohio Railroad. Defeated he dies 

nl 10 be buried with hi. t~ls at hi~ 
brClel . 

JOURNAL O~ AMERICAN 
101.1(·\' RI:., 22:147. A North 

"""nll ~cnlon of four .tanl, •• 
"Ibuled by Mlu Loul.. Rand 

Ilo ..... m, In "'"" h John lI .. dy thol I 
'" Ntw Otac'n fuwn, •• he I, 

made to say "ror the 
love." The 'fact of h·salte of he 
mentioned. lS ba.Ptisn/ .1 

Ibid., 22:249-250 _ Lo . -
Bascom reports [rom' N • .,. ROo4 
"Johnie Henry," Whic';,'th Car0!io. 
begins, - she "y, 

"Johnie Henry was a hard w "'. 
He died with his hammer in ~, _ IJI' "!'o. . ,~~. 

IbId., 26: 163-165. - Five v . 
of " J olin Henry" reported by ~ 
Sparrow. The nrst fow: are brief' C. 
the only SIgnificant lines are _ ' II1II\ , 

"This 01.e hammer killed John HtIUy 
Dnvm Steel, Baby, drivin' steel' ' 

The fIfth is a ballad of .• t 
stanzas, obtained from Kentucty 
mountain whites. In it John Henry ill 
steel-driver, who competes with I 
stearn-driller in a big tunnel, appmDtIy 
on the C. & O. line. He leavesa flitbful 
wife to mourn his death. 

Ibid. , 26:18()'182. - Variant t 01 
this study , communicated by tbe 
present writer; also printed in West 
Virginia School Journal and Educator, 
44:216-217 (September, 1915). 

Ibid. , 27:249. - Reported by title, 
"That's Ihe Hammer killed John 
Henry ," from South Carolina, by 
Henry C. Davis. 

Ibid., 28: 14. - Communicated by 
John A. Lomax as being sung along t~e 
Chesapeake and Ohio Road m 
Kentucky and West Virginia. John 
Henry the best steel-driver on Ihe C. ! 
O. Ro~d. competes with a .steam-dJ:ille~ 
in Tunnel No. Nine, beats It by an me r 
and a half, and lays down his ham me 
and dies. 

CAMPBELL AND SHARI', E~t.: 
Folk -Songs from tbe 8so~'JOhn 
Appalachians, pp. 257-25 · ,ta"'" 
Hardy." - A ballad III rune d tl1< 
Nothing is said of stee1-drlVlflg.. an ts ill 
hero kills his partner for fifty cenwnee: 
the "Shunny Camps" (5""",1 of 
Camp). Hardy is evidently lho~ doot 
as a white man, fOJ the murder 15 p" 
"ror the uke of m~ bt~.,.eyet..nod, 
The fac t of his baptism '~T:enLass of 
and two stanza from sad 
R 'h Royal" are in~rtcd, the .,a' 
tanus as in vuiant t of tbe ~ 

Iludy. 



~ . 

-- _ ....... v . J\.oaCl 
And I don't care a damn what I say' ' 

I don'l car a snap for the police." ' 
But Ih Y let John Hardy get away, poor boy' 
Th y I t John Hardy get away. . 

(Version c.) 

uni sled by Mr. Lee C. Wooddell, Durbin, Pocahontas County who 
t. ndl~; front Mr. Ernje Wright, Hosterman, Pocahontas County.) , 

a\!l1lnr , 

1. John Hardy he was two years old, 
Sitting on rus mother's knee: 

"The Big Ben Tunnel on the C. & O. Road 
Is g0!ng to be the death of me, poor boy, 
Is gomg to be the death of me, poor boy." 

2. John Hardy went into a Wild West show, 
Playing at a fifty-cent game: 

"Whoever wins my fIfty cents, 
I'm going to blowout rus brains, poor boy! 
I'm going to blowout his brains, poor boy." 

3. John Hardy lajd down a twenty-dollar bill, 
And he ilidn't ask for change: 

"All I want is a forty-four gun 
To blowout another nigger's brains, poor boy! 
To blowout another rugger's brajns, poor boy!" 

4. John Hardy went to New Port, 
Ex pecting to be free. 

The detective patted rum on the back: 
"John Hardy, go along with me, poor boy! 
John Hardy, go along with me, poor boy!" 

S. " I've been to the East, I've been to the West, 
And I've been all over the world; 

I've been to the river to be baptized, 
But I'm on my hanging-ground, poor boy! 
But I'm on my hanging-ground, poor boy!" 

6, John lI ardy had a pretty little wife, 
II . ke pI her dres ' d in blu . 
n It It !lTd Ihat J hn was dead, 

" )ohl1l1 rdy , l'v . nlru I u.p rbo>:~ 
JIJhn II Illy , I'v be It ITU 10 U, I or f' 

( V.., /tJII tI ) 

Lin In 0Wl1Y. 


